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He saw her lying beside the swimming pool. 
She lay on her stomach, bra loose, taking a sun- 
bath. The two others, fat women both, stopped 
blabbing and Mabel looked up. 

"Hello, boss." 

"Got a little matter of business to talk over 
with you, Miss Drummond. | hate to bother you 
on a Saturday—" Businessman. Talking to his sec- 
retary. 

"Glad to help you, Mr. Watson. Come up in 
five minutes. I'll be presentable then.” 


He waited the five minutes, then went to her 


door. He rang, heard her call, “Come in, Mr. 
Watson.” 

She stood in the bedroom doorway. She had 
toweled her body, giving it a soft, feminine 
glow. All she wore was her hair—and her mules. 

“Ready to talk business, Mr. Watson?“ 

^| certainly am. Are you?" 

“Just as soon as | kick off my mules,” she said. 
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Chapter One 


Jim WATSON’s hungry eyes undressed the woman in the 
doorway. Mentally, he unzippered the black sheath dress 
that hugged each curve of her small, beautiful body. 

About twenty-five, he thought. About a year younger 
than I am. 

“Yes?” The voice complemented the body. Throaty, 
deep. 
“Mrs. Adams?” 

Penciled eyebrows arched prettily. “Yes, I’m Cynthia 
Adams. Something I can do for you?” 

He thought, you sure can, baby. He wet his lips. “I’m 
Jim Watson, of Watson Motors. You returned a card, 
remember?” : 

He had sent out a teaser mailing to every name in the 
San Gilberto telephone book. Some of the cards had come 
back. 

Glistening white teeth sparkled. “Oh, yes, I do re- 
member. You sell the Victory, don’t you?” 

“Best sports car made, Mrs. Adams.” 

She laughed gaily. “You are very positive, Mr. Watson.” 

“Just stating the truth, Mrs. Adams.” 

She looked past him across the wide expanse of green 
lawn and rings of scarlet petunias, at the Victory parked 
at the curb. California sunlight glistened on the well- 
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polished Aqua Gray paint of his demonstrator, a sleek 
convertible. He was glad now he'd had the shop boy 
polish it before making this call. 

“Certainly is a beauty," she murmured. 

“Want to try it out?” 

“Oh, no! I have to dash to the hairdresser. Some other 
time. You just leave the literature here and I'll read it in 
my leisure.” | 

He didn't like that. When you had a bite, you anchored 
the hook fast. Fed him—or her—the old smooth line. 
Poured on the personality. Got him in the car as soon as 
possible. 

For the first time, Jim paid some attention to her face. 
Shiny black hair, pulled severely back and tied in a glisten- 
ing bun, accentuated the darkness of her skin, giving her 
an Oriental and somewhat mysterious appearance. Her 
straight, slightly tip-tilted nose fitted her lovely face. So 
did her small chin. Nothing wrong with that face, he 
decided. 

His eyes flicked to the deeply decolleté dress. "Mrs. 
Adams, we'll make you the best deal in town, regardless 
of the mechanical shape of your present automobile. Why 
not talk it over right now?” 

“Well—come in, Mr. Watson.” 

Jim followed her down the hall, sinking to his shoe- 
strings in carpet. A full-length mirror, resplendent in gold 
frame, hung on the peach-colored wall, and as he passed 
it he gave himself a brief shot of egotism. 

One inch over six feet, flat-bellied, with small hips and 
wide shoulders—shoulders displayed nicely by the brown 
three-button, narrow-lapel suit, tailor made. Brown hair a 
little curly, a thin studious face, brown eyes that could 
laugh at the right time, like turning a faucet on and off. 
Young man on his way up—on his father-in-law’s money. 

Jim shut that thought off. 

He looked down at the dark hair of his hostess. She 
came to just below his shoulder level, the right height. 
His eyes swung down to her waist, then watched her 





hips rise and fall nicely. He sniffed appreciatively. She 
knew how to select the right perfume, too. 

The living room was as big as his showroom. It held 
three huge davenports, a dozen or so chairs, and a thirty- 
inch color TV set. She sank down on a couch, dress hugged 
tightly against her thighs, and patted the cushion beside 
her. Her dress showed just the right amount of dimpled 
knee, distractingly enough that Jim started slightly when 
she spoke. 

*Sit down, Mr. Watson." 

Jim sat. As he opened his briefcase his hands trembled 
a little and he cursed them silently. 

He took out a brochure. *Now, here is our convertible 
—the model I have parked outside. Victory makes sports 
cars only, in three models: roadster, convertible and hard- 
top coupé. Both the roadster and the convertible have a 
removable hardtop available as an extra-cost option." He 
was uncomfortably aware that her dark eyes were on him, 
not on the brochure. 

His eyes caught hers. “Oh, yes,” she said, looking down. 


“Only sports cars. Well, I have no family—no children, no 


husband. So a sports model would be just the thing for 
me." Her eyes lifted again. “I’m sure it’s a stupid question, 
Mr. Watson, but what’s the difference between a roadster 
and a convertible?” 

Jim laughed easily. “Far from it, Mrs. Adams. In fact, 
I can’t give you a categorical answer—that happens to be 
a disputed point among sports-car people. Some feel that 
if a sports car has regular windows that wind up, it’s a 
convertible, while if it has detachable side-screens, it’s a 
roadster. The other school insists that the difference is a 
matter of whether you have a removable cloth top that you 
stow away in the trunk when it’s not in use. They consider 
that the mark of a roadster, while if the top folds back into 
a well behind the seats, but is permanently attached to the 
body, they call the car a convertible. But you know for 
- sure that if a car has both an attached top and roll-up 
windows it’s a convertible; side-screens and a detachable 
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top always identify a roadster. That's the difference in the 
Victory models, as it happens." 

She laughed delightedly. “Learn something every day,” 
she said. “I had no idea it was so complicated. Well. 
Would you like a drink, Mr. Watson?” 

Jim glanced at his watch. He knew exactly what time it 
was, but it was good tactics to make your prospects be- 
lieve you were in a hurry all the time. You had to impress 
them that if they didn’t buy, somebody else down the 
street was standing waiting, a wad of green stuff in each 
hand. 

“Tve time for one, thanks." 

She got to her feet and straightened her dress across her 
hips. "My maid has the day off. What will you drink?" 

"Bourbon and water, please." 

“TI be right back.” 

“Need some help?” 

“No, I can manage, thank you.” 

She went into the kitchen, Jim leaned back and looked 
the room over. Everywhere he looked he saw dollar signs. 
He wished he knew something about art, for the paintings 
looked like fine old oils, but how in the hell could a man 
learn anything about art on an Iowa farm? 

He built a mental image of the house. A long, single- 
story California ranch-type, set on an acre of land, at 
least. The landscaping alone must have cost a small for- 
tune, not to mention the red-tiled house itself, with its long 
porch and climbing roses. This was the sort of house Janet 
would like. The thought of his wife made a sour spot in 
Jim’s stomach. He decided not to think of her again—no 
use spoiling the day. 

This was class. 

After getting Mrs. Adams' card in yesterday's mail, he'd 
checked up on her. Her husband, a prominent—and pros- 
perous—local doctor, had been killed about a month 
ago. Something had gone wrong with his car, and he'd run 
over a cliff coming back from a call. His wife had been 
with him, but she had managed to jump in time. 

There should be some dough here. From what he'd 
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learned, Dr. Adams had been about fifty, and had a rich | 
practice. They'd been married about three years. He'd 
built this house for her. 

Jim had not had time to dig deeper. He didn't know 
what she'd done before she snagged the doc. Maybe she 
‘was a home-raised product of San Gilberto. Maybe the doc | 
had imported her. | 

"Mr. Watson, will you help me?" 

Jim leaped. "Sure." | 

She wrestled with the cap on a fifth of Old Forester. 
"They must screw these things on with huge pliers!” 
Anger gave her face savage beauty. | 

He took the bottle and twisted once. The cap spun free. | 

"You're strong!" - 

When she took the bottle, her fingers brushed against 
his. Desire howled through him. 

“Bet you played football in college,” she said. 

“Nope, not in college. But I did spend some time play- 
ing lead football with the Commies. Korea.” | 

Another lie. Up to a year ago he'd been behind steel— . — 
looking out. South Dakota state pen; five years for bad 
checks. 

“You should go to college. Everybody should have a 
degree.” 

She’d been reading the insurance ads, he thought. Right 
up to snuff, this female. “Matter of fact, I’m taking some | 
night courses at the U,” he said. “May get that sheepskin 
yet, some day.” | 

Another lie. | 

But he'd had to have some excuse to get out a few | 
nights. So, books in hand, junior heading for the brain- __ 
mill, he kissed Janet goodbye three nights a week, | 

She poured. "Say when." | 

He waited until about two jiggers had slipped into the 
glass. *Now." 

"There's ice water in the refrigerator." | 

He got it out. The refrigerator was full of food. Just _ 
like a long-time married couple, he thought, looking at 
her trim ankles. Drinks in hands, they faced each other. 
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"You know," he said, *I haven't seen your car." 

“Oh, all business, I see.” 

She led him out into the patio. Two huge fig trees, dark 
with fruit, draped wide leaves over the swimming pool. 
It looked inviting, the slow wind dimpling the water, 
sending facets of sunlight glittering. They walked across 
flagstone to a three-car garage. Two glistening Lincolns, 
one black and the other gray, presented their ramps. The 
garage, as big as most subdivision houses, had living 
quarters at the north end. These, Mrs. Adams explained, 
were the maid’s quarters. 

The black car was a year old, the other two years. “But 
I have no use for a big car any more,” she explained. “So 
hard to handle. I like a light, easy-turning, fast car—one 
that can jump in traffic. My husband was a doctor, you 
know. He got killed in a car wreck a month ago.” 

Jim murmured condolences. He didn’t know. You don’t 
tell a customer you've dug up her history. 

“Which one do you want to trade?” 

“Which one would you say?” 

He walked around the cars, giving them his most 
earnest salesman’s attention. He almost kicked a tire, but 
caught himself in time. This was no peon. This was class. 

He glanced at odometers. Damn near new. One read 
twenty-one thousand miles, the other only nine thousand. 
His blood hammered in anticipation. A used Lincoln 
was a cinch to peddle, especially as clean and with as 
little mileage as these two. 

In these boom times every working stiff wanted a big 
luxury car. Low down payment, thirty-six months, but 
let the bank worry about that. The average working stiff 
would ride around in a wheelbarrow if it had a Lincoln, 
Cadillac or Imperial trademark on its front. 

"Maybe you'd like to trade both in?" 

Her pretty tongue wet pretty lips. “I might do that. But 
give ME to think it over. I'll call." 

They all said, “I'll call.” But you didn’t wait for them 
to call. You rushed them. And in the case of a doll like 
this—a lonesome doll, maybe? He pushed that thought 
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into discard. She would belong to the best clubs, go to E 


the best saloons, and there were plenty of men around, 


men with money and wives they didn't care to sleep with, 


just as he didn't care to sleep with Janet. 

“What say I come tomorrow? Say about two. Then you 
can drive a Victory and maybe by then you'll have made 
up your mind?" | 

Her dark eyes did things to him, *Not tomorrow," she 
murmured. "I have to be a Gray Lady at the hospital in 
the afternoon. Let's leave it that I call you?" 

He surrendered. 

She walked with him to the Victory. Once she stumbled 
a little, and he quickly caught her forearm. She looked up 
at him appraisingly. *You're a big man, Mr. Watson." 

“Thank you.” 

She walked around the Victory. He asked her once again 


if she didn’t want to drive it, and again she declined. He 


made a pretense of finding his keys, but actually his eyes 
were on her straight back as she went up the walk to the 
big house. 

Hot blood hammered. 

He produced the key, started the Victory, and drove 
away. She stood on the porch watching him. He rounded 
the corner, the well-tuned engine purring, heart beating 
wildly. 

Out of sight he wiped his forehead. 

He needed a woman. 
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Chapter Two 


THE PESCADERO ROOM was, as usual, dark. Jim ordered 
a Screwdriver and glanced around. A couple sat back in the 
dim reaches of the jungle under a palm tree that crowded 
its pottery barrel. A young woman sat three stools away. 
A glance told him necessary statistics: about twenty, 
five-two, well-stacked, looked lonely. 

“Busy today, Jim?” 

That was Walt, the bartender, polishing the ever-lasting 
glass. Big bore, Walt, but a good bartender. 

“Not too much.” 

He saw the girl glance at him, then return her eyes to 
her drink. Something in Jim’s tone had told the barkeep 
no conversation was needed, Walt took his glass to the far 
end of the bar. 

From where Jim sat, he could look into the dining room. 
Rowena moved into his vision, slim and inviting in her 
dark-green nylon uniform. She saw him at the bar and her 
hand lifted slightly. Then she moved out of sight, heading 
for a far table. 

The last thing he saw of her was her hips. He returned 
his attention to his Screwdriver. About five minutes later, 
Rowena came out of the dining room, leaned on the end 
of the bar. “Two coke highs, Walt. Seven Crown.” 

“Gotcha.” 
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Rowena looked at Jim. “The hard-working car sales- l 
man,” she said softly. 

“What time you get off?” | 

“Around five.” 

He glanced at his watch. “Eleven-fifteen. You just got on | 
the treadmill, hey?" | 

*I thought you'd stop by the apartment this morning." 

*Had to make a call." 

“Oh.” Her voice was cold. 

He spoke quietly from the corner of his mouth. "Listen, 
baby. I can't spend all my time with you, much as I'd like 
to. I do have a business to run, remember?" 

He looked at her blonde hair, held in the net. His eyes 
went down to her shoulders, lingered over the heavy 
bulges in her uniform. Hunger ate at him, but he had to 
control that, he told himself. You can’t lay them right in 
a bar. 

He recalled that this was Wednesday night—class night. 

"Tl see you about seven. We'll go somewhere." | 
She hesitated. “Okay.” . 
Walt came up with the drinks on the tray. Rowena 

turned and walked back into the dining room carrying the 

drinks. Jim let his eyes rest momentarily on her rising 
hips. Maybe Janet was right. Two weeks, and he was tired 

of a woman. 

He remembered Cynthia Adams’ hips. Eighteen-sixty 
Meadowbrook Road was an address he suddenly liked. He 
killed his drink, paid, glanced at the girl. She smiled at 
him, but he went outside, got into his car and drove to his 
agency, parking the Aqua Gray Victory in the service 
section at the back. 

“How does she run, boss?” Charlie rubbed greasy hands - | 
on his once-white coveralls. 

“All right.” 

Matt was putting a new Dynaflow in a Buick trade-in, 
cursing “slush-boxes” under his breath. Jim walked into 
the salesroom, disliking the smell of grease and exhaust. It 
was like walking into another world. 

Five new Victories stood in a row, staring out the high 

15 


2 
^ 
i 
t 
+ 
oe ee 


EAT 0. ———— EE 


clean windows. The green tile floor glistened with polish. 

- Mack was showing a middle-aged fat couple a convertible. 
Jim wondered idly if the two were not too fat to get into 
the car. That was one disadvantage to well-contoured 
bucket seats—badly contoured customers. He went into 
his office, a cubicle on the west side. 

Mabel pounded the typewriter as though she hated it. 
She was a redhead, rather well stacked, in her early 
thirties, who had already worn out two husbands and 
wasn't looking for the third. She had no scruples about 
not being good to the boss. Jim looked at her pretty hips 
spread over her secretary chair. Because they were hips 
he thought again of Cynthia Adams. 

Eighteen-sixty Meadowbrook Road. 

"Anything new?" he asked. 

“A dun from old man Reynolds. Same tune—pay for 
those spare parts.” Mabel’s brown eyes searched his face. 

“Any money come in?” 

“Not so far today.” She hesitated. “What about old man 
Reynolds? This is his third dun.” 

“Let him wait. Hell of a thing when a man has to buy 
twelve grand in parts just to get an agency. Let him suffer 
awhile.” 

"You're the boss." 

Jim slouched in his chair, ostensibly studying Reynolds" 
dun, actually watching Mabel's hips and back. The thought 
came that he could invite her for a ride in the country. He 
hadn't been out with her for a week, and he knew she was 
beginning to wonder. Damn a woman, anyway—roll her 
once and she thinks she's got a life-time option on a man. 
He decided against this. This was class night—what course, 
now? Oh, yes, Business English. 

He’d have tq keep his courses straight. 

Monday night: Elements of Salesmanship. Wednesday 
night: Business English. Friday night: Advanced Account- 
ing. | 

: a" head popped in. “Demonstrator set to roll, 
oss?” 
Jim nodded. “In the back.” 
16 


*Might have a hot one," Mack said. 

"Can the three of you get in that car?" 

"Ill ride the jump seat. I got an accordion butt. It ex- 
pands in and out." Mack glanced at Mabel's spread. 
"Something you can't do." 

"Try me," Mabel challenged. 

Mack’s heavy face fell. “Married man.” He left. 

Jim studied Mabel’s back. “Friday is pay day, isn’t it?” 

Yes,” 

He walked over, got out the big checkbook, and looked 
at the balance. "That right?" 

“Yes.” 

“Oh, hell! Maybe the mail man will bring something.” 

Mabel watched him. “He’d better. There’s not enough 
there to meet the payroll, let alone past-due accounts.” 

“I know it.” Bitterly. 

Jim was no businessman—he openly admitted that fact. 
Six months had passed since Janet's father had set him up 
in this foreign-car business. The old man had made a gob 
of money in oil in Oklahoma and had come out to Cali- 
fornia to live. Janet was his only child. 

Four moths ago the old man had obligingly fallen dead. 
Heart attack. Janet got all his dough. He'd tied most of it 
into a tough trust fund that paid Janet a thousand a 
month. Jim was sure Janet had gotten a wad of money 
she'd not told him about. Janet paid all the household 
bills. They'd made an agreement: everything he made in 
his business would go back into the business. 

But it wasn't going back. 

He grinned suddenly. He'd heard he was top contender 
for San Gilberto's Young Businessman of the Year. He 
belonged to the Rotary and Exchange Clubs. Any time he 
wanted it, he could be put up for membership in the ex- 
clusive Del Rio Country Club. So far he hadn't pressed 
that point. What fun was there hammering at a defenseless 
little white pill on a golf course when there were women 
with crinkling skirts? Leave that for the old stiffs. But he 
was a far cry from the bum who'd crawled out of a box- 
car just about one year ago. 
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Two punks wearing leather jackets strolled in. He did 
not go out to meet them. Shake both by the ankles, upside 
down, and you couldn't get four bits out of them. 

The punks walked around the cars first. Then they 
kicked tires. They hammered on the leather cushions. 
They lifted a hood and talked about the motor. They 
. looked around as though daring somebody to stop them. 
Then, seeing no opposition, they swaggered out into the 
hot sun, leather jackets glistening with saddle soap, head- 
ing for the next showroom. | 

He was gazing out the show window when Janet came 
in. He scowled. He'd got her so she never called except in 
emergencies. A man had his business to attend to, you 
know—don’t tie up the phone, a business call might come 
in, something that will bring in money. 

Janet had a new dress. She turned slowly, letting him 
admire her, but his eyes were glum. She was getting heavy 
across the hips, he noticed. God, I hope she isn't knocked 
up. But no chance of that, the few times lately had been 
well protected. No howling, sticky-fingered kid for him. 

She hesitated, asked, “What do you think of it, honey? 
Penney’s had a sale. Polished cotton. Will wear and wear 
—” She stopped suddenly, blue eyes painful. “Jim, what is 
the matter with us?” 

“Nothing.” 

Her eyes searched his face. “Is it the way business is 
going, Jim—or is it me?” 

He pulled out his boyish smile, the Jimmie Dean smile. 
“Well, business isn’t too good, you know. They’re moving 
slowly. It isn’t you, honey.” 

She didn’t believe him—her face showed it. Just then 
Mabel came from the cubicle. 

“What a beautiful dress, Mrs. Watson. When I came to 
work I admired the dresses in Penney’s window. I think I'll 
get a couple after work. That black fits your blonde hair 
so nicely." 

Mabel's voice dripped honey. Jim thought, I wonder 
why all women hate each other? He moved over and 
leaned against a fender. The dress did look good on Janet. 
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It marked her big breasts well, pinched in at her waist, 
and gave her hips the right flair. 

A middle-aged man came in. Jim put on his best sales- 
man manner—not too cordial, don’t push too hard until 
the right time, the moment of the pen over the contract. 

He sized the victim up carefully. Probably in business, 
maybe in some profession, home in the suburbs, a couple 
of kids, a heavy-set wife, maybe a boy at college. Time 
payments, not too much down, but a contract the bank 
would be glad to handle. 

Jim didn’t push hard. This was the type who wanted to 
make up his own mind. Before starting out he had probably 
read literature on every car he would look at. He was 
standing to one side when Mabel returned to her work. 

Janet came close. “I’m sorry, Jim,” she said slowly. “I 
know I shouldn’t drop in during working hours, but I just 
wanted to show you this dress. I think it’s a good buy.” 

He didn't meet her eyes. "You've got good judgment, 
honey." 

He was sure the old man had left her a gob of cash. 
He'd never seen the will. He'd looked for her check state- 
ments but had never seen one. He'd searched the house | 
for the will and had not found it. These things told him she 
didn't really trust him. | 

Her eyes glowed. Her smile showed white teeth. "Thanks 
for being so nice. I wish you didn't have a customer here. | 
If you didn’t, Pd kiss you.” | 

"Nothing the matter with that idea, customer or no 
customer." 

Lie to them. Feed them a line. 

He put his arm around her and kissed her. He felt her 
body press against his, but he had no reaction. 

The customer smiled. "Somebody else's wife?" 

*Mine. Mine alone. And the world's best." 

Janet colored. *Oh, what a tongue!" She left. 

Jim glanced at Mabel. He knew Mabel had seen him 
kiss his wife, but Mabel had her head discreetly in a 
ledger. 

He walked over to the customer. “My demonstrator is 
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out. These cars are moving so fast I have trouble keeping 
a demonstrator." 

“I didn’t intend to buy today. Just shopping around, but 
I do like your cars. We need a second car, too." 

“Trade-in?” e 

"No. We're keeping the big car for my family." 

"Look around, sir. We're open to any deal." 

Mack and the fat couple came in, went into the office, 
and Jim and his customer sat down, while Jim figured 
total costs. 

"My salesman just came back with the demonstrator. We 
can take a ride now if you like." 

The man shook his head. "Not today, Mr. Watson. 
Just comparing, like I said. Thanks very much for your 
time and information." 

He left. 

Jim glanced at Mack. Mack was figuring, too. His eyes 
met Jim's over the man's shoulder. He winked. 

One sale, Jim thought. Take it a week though, to get 
credit okayed with the bank. Get the contract over there 
tomorrow morning. But Friday was payday. He'd have to 
take out pay insurance, he realized. Huge premiums, but it 
had to be done. 

Rowena would want some dough tonight. He'd have to 
stall her, too. Damn these females, always demanding—not 
asking for—money. But she was worth it. Or was she? 

Mack handed him the contract. He skimmed over it. 
Clean deal—no trade in. That meant no old clunker to 
stand around on the used-car lot. He okayed it and shook 
hands with the fat couple. Then Mack took them back to 
pick out their car from the storage area. 

Mabel said, “You kissed your wife as if you meant it.” 

Jim studied her. “You jealous?” 

She laughed shrilly. “Not a bit. But you usually treat 
her like mud under your feet,” 

Anger rimmed his words. “That’s your version. May- 
be you're mad because I haven't been up to your apart- 
ment?" 

Her eyes were fiery. "That wasn't nice to say." 
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He looked around. Nobody was watching. For once, the 
street beyond the show windows was without passersby. 
He put his arm around her, pulled her close. She came 
willingly, lacing her arms behind his neck. 

“You big handsome bastard!” Her breath was hot. “How 
could a woman get mad at a hunk of manhood like you?” 
Her lips crushed against his, hot and demanding. Her hips 
moved against him, and desire flooded him. All offices, he 
thought, should be closed in and have bunks. 

He put his hands on her back and pulled her close. “To- 
night, honey?" 

“Tl be home. What time?” 

He did some quick thinking. Classes were supposed 
to run from seven to ten. When he came in late—which 
was always—he told Janet he’d stopped for one with the 
boys. Three hours should be enough with Rowena. 

“What about ten?” 

She broke, eyes shining. “I'll be waiting,” she promised. 
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Chapter Three 


BREAKERS THUNDERED on the black rocks below. Moon- 
light danced from their foaming crests. 

Rowena said, *Mmmm. ... Beautiful, honey." 

He had not taken the Aqua Gray Victory—everybody 
knew it. Besides, it had so little room. He'd taken a Ram- 
bler station wagon off the lot. You jerked on the handle. 
The back of the seat went down and made a bed. Every 
young man should have a Rambler. 

Rowena’s blonde hair glistened. The blonde head lay on 
Jim’s shoulder. Jim’s hand made explorations. He felt her 
breasts tighten, become taut, ready. Her whole body 
tensed. 

She pushed his hand away. He waited the proper length 
of time, then put it back again. She kissed him, body wrig- 
gling against him. With his free hand he fumbled and 
found the hook under the front seat. He pulled up. The 
seat moved ahead. He reached over her and the back 
of the front seat racheted down flat. They lay on this bed. 

am uu 

Her eyes swept over his handsome face. “Jim, you’re a 
married man.” | 

They all ended up on that tune. They started it out as a 
lark. Then gradually they became serious. Then they went 
to asking questions. Time to get rid of this one, Jim 
Watson. : 

The thing to do was keep them busy. Then they 
couldn’t talk or think. Seduction, after all, was an art. And 
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to become proficient a man had to practice, he thought 
wryly. 

Passion tore her, wringing her body. The time, he knew, 
was now, and he arose to the demand. Her fingers were 
steel, pulling at his back, digging into his shirt. She rose to 
him, met him, found satisfaction in being conquered. Then 
they lay still, breathing hoarsely. 

Jim found himself thinking of his wife. He saw her turn- 
ing slowly, hips flaring, showing him her new dress. He saw 
her blue eyes searching his, and he lay and stared at the 
car's ceiling, not listening to the ocean smashing at rocks 
below, the sound of the slow wind in the pines. 

“Jim?” "i 

“Yes,” 

“What are you thinking about?” 

What am I thinking about? How to get rid of you, 
honey. This pattern is getting old. And tiresome. But don't 
tell them that, ever. Let them be the ones who leave. That 
way they retain dignity, and they don’t bear grudges. 

“Nothing, honey.” 

Rowena tugged down her dress. She leaned on one el- 
bow, looking down at him, eyes searching his face, 

“You seem worried, Jim.” 

“Worried? Over what?” 

“TJs.” 

The last thing in his mind. Most of them thought from 
an animal viewpoint, tying everything around sex. Would 
Cynthia Adams do that? She seemed too mature, too 
worldly. 

For a moment his blood beat wildly. He saw Cynthia’s 
face, black hair drawn back. The high-cheekboned, dark 
face, mysterious and alluring. Cynthia’s face pushed back 
Janet's, 

"What about us?" 

“Jim, I love you." 

Oh, God, the same old theme, the same old plot. Didn't 
any of them ever come up with a variation? 

She didn't mean that. Did she take him for a stupid 
immature fool? He remembered first meeting her. Off 
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shift, he'd dropped into the Pescadero for a quick drink, a 
few words, then into the Aqua Gray car. A few bars on the 
edge of San Gilberto, a quick and mutual seduction in the 
grass. And next day, she'd said, "I'm sorry about last night. 
I drank too much, I guess." 

You sure get drunk awful easy. Aloud he said, "Don't 
talk that way. For all we know we might have something 
big." He wanted another hunk of the same cloth—then. 
But not now. 

The second time had been even better. She'd not 
broached the subject until the fourth. Her rent was due. - 
Tips were bad. TA 

From then on he'd paid her apartment rent. One week, 
and a new apartment—double the first's rent. New clothes. 
Bills—big ones, too. 

Nobody to blame but myself, he thought. 

*Jim, you didn't answer me." 

*What can I say?" 

“You can say you love me.” 

“I love you.” 

“That doesn’t sound very convincing.” 

He sat up. Let's walk along the beach.” Get them mov- 
ing. Get their minds off themselves. She knew this, and he 
saw her faint pout. 

He realized he knew nothing about her. Where she came 
from, her parents—nothing. 

And he wanted to know nothing. 

He wanted only one thing as far as she was concerned. 
Get rid of her. As gracefully as possible. The chase— 
short as it had been—had been somewhat interesting. So 
had the first few conquests. Now it was old stuff—stale. 

Like being married. 

They walked along the shore, hand in hand. The two 
of them were the only people on the beach. The waves 
curled, spat on the sand, then retreated, leaving a damp 
ring. They came, after a few minutes, to some rocks. 

"Let's sit for a while, Jim." 

“Not too long.” 


He felt her eyes study him. "You've got all night, 


haven't you?" 

*Appointment. Ten o'clock." 

“Appointment?” 

“Couple want to talk about a car. They both work the 
midnight shift, twelve to eight, and sleep until ten.” 

“Oh.” 

“We'd better get back to the car.” 

Rowena said nothing on the walk back. Jim thought, I 
wonder what the hell she’s got up her sleeve beside her 


arm? He drove a mile in silence back toward San Gilberto. 


“Jim, I’ve been thinking.” 

“Yeah?” 

“You act—oh, so cold. Jim, are you trying to get rid of 
me?" Her voice sounded calm but he detected steel under 
it. 

He took her hand. “Don’t talk so silly, Rowena.” 

“I need some money, Jim. Tips aren’t good, you know, 
And I only make a buck an hour." 

“I can spare you ten.” 

“That all?” | 

“Well, twenty, but it'll leave me short. Hell, things 
haven't been going good for me, either, honey. I'm just 
starting business. I haven't any reputation, except what I 
make from here on out." 

She moved over to her side of the ear. She stared out 
the window. They were on 101 now, in thick traffic. She 
said nothing until he stopped in front of her apartment. 

“T could get a guy with money." 

“Then why don’t you? That’s your privilege.” 

“You damn fool! Maybe it happens I love you!” 

He caught his laugh in time. “Honey, let’s not quarrel. 
We have nothing to quarrel about.” He dug out his wallet. 
“See, my last cent.” He handed her the twenty, It went 
„down into the V of her dress. 

“My rent is due next Wednesday.” 

He stared ahead, face wooden. Here on this side street 
there was no traffic. Apartment houses stood in rows, 
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garish with lighted windows. A dog trotted " testing 


trees. 


“Say something, Jim.” 

"What's there to say? You seem to be doing all right.” 

“You going to pay my rent?” 

“I may not have the money." 

Suddenly the bitch came out, *By God, you'd better 
have. One phone call to your wife—" 

Her trump card. She'd played it. And it lay between 
them, glaring up at him, challenging him. 

He reached over and opened her door.: She stared at 
him, teeth bared like a vixen at bay, face twisted. The . 
door swung open. Anger drove him, galvanizing him; he 
pushed her hard on the shoulder, driving her across the 
seat to sprawl on the boulevard. 

“Go to hell.” 

She landed sitting down. He glimpsed street light on her 
thighs. Then he had the gas down, and the Rambler spun 
wheels. 

He started thinking straight in the second block. 

Would she call Janet? Mrs. Watson, this is a friend. 
Your husband has been two-timing you. How do I know? 
I’ve been out with him. He even promised to marry me. 
What’s my name? Let’s not mention that, dearie. Just 
thought I'd let you know what a louse he is. Clang, goes 
the receiver. 

And Janet standing there, white-faced. 

Or would she be white-faced? Things had not been too 
smooth between them the last weeks. A few times he'd 
caught her looking at him, a faraway look in her eyes, as 
though she were weighing him, judging him, a look that had 
sent chills up his back, 

No more money. 

Within the third block, complete sanity returned. 
Rowena wouldn't call. Only a threat. He was the goose 
that laid the golden eggs. Why lop off the goose's head? 
He knew she had nobody else in sight. Each time he 
wanted her, she was free. 

She'd make no calls. 
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A block from Mabel’s apartment, Jim parked the  — 
Ebie under a live oak tree. He combed his hair, ad- 
justed his tie, shrugged his shoulders better to fit the tailor- 
made suit. He thought of Mabel, 

Mabel was a different deal. Mabel worked for him. One 
yap out of her, and she'd be walking the street, looking i 
for a job. Mabel was no fool. With her-it was all a matter 
of convenience. Keeping it in the family, in a way. 

Mabel was in bed when he let himself into her apart- 
ment. She put out her arms, the sheet falling down to re- 
veal her hard, up-rising breasts. She- pulled Jim close, | 
kissed him, and put his head on her breasts. 

- "Been waiting for you, boss." She emphasized the title. 
"I almost gave you up. Twenty-three minutes after, 
Western Union time." 

The bed lamp cast a halo over her red hair. Her radio 
played softly, a dance orchestra—old fashioned, slow and | 
lazy. Her room had a faint touch of a light perfume. | 

She was soft. She was warm. She moved over, sheet 





completely off her now—a vision of beauty, breasts rising, 
nipples dark and constricted, stomach flat, wide hips flar- 
ing. Mabel wanted nothing in return. Mabel just wanted 
the satisfaction, the grasping, the rising, the hard breath- 
ing, and then ‘the long delirious moment. 

Now she reached up, arm glistening, white skin cool, and 
turned off the bed lamp. She put her arms around Jim, 
pulling him close. He was warm, living, and she was warm 
and living. There was only one thing she wanted from 
a man, and if he, Jim, didn’t furnish it, somebody else 
would. | 

*Honey .... oh, Jim!" | 

The same old story again, always old but always new, | 
and he fell into its rhythm, not thinking beyond the sub- 
ject at hand, the subject under him rising and falling, seek- | 
ing the cadence of his body, and he feeling the good 
feminine warmth, the softness and the curves, seeking out 
the unknown in her body, knowing as he sought that the 
unknown would turn into the too-well-known, yet seeking 
nonetheless . . 
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She lay beside him, curled up, head on his arm, her 
perfume satisfyingly mingled with the musk of her body. 
She murmured, “That was nice. I have a nice boss." 

He kissed her on the forehead. She raised her lips. They 
were moist but threatened no possession. Mabel had been 
born in the wrong place—she would have made some shah 
a good concubine. 

He said, “Honey, I’m tired." 

She said nothing. He felt the passion leave her, melt 
away; he felt a limpness take its place. 

"Maybe later on, boss?" 

“I’m awful tired." 

“I know you are." She ran her hand lightly over his 
hair. She pulled his head down and kissed him. “Now rest 
beside me for a while. I guess I’m lonesome, tonight.” 

He lay beside Mabel, trying to fit into the contours of 
her body. He thought of 1860 Meadowbrook Road. She’d 
hit him hard. He wanted some of that and wanted it bad, 

He'd get it, too. 

After a while, Mabel slept. He got cautiously out of 
bed, dressed in silence, tiptoed out the door, carrying his 
shoes, but she heard him and said, “Goodnight, Jim.” 

“Goodnight.” 

He drove home in a reckless mood. Pride was in him. 
Quite a boy, this Jim Watson—had a harem. Anytime he 
wanted a bed he had one—with a woman in it. Some 
stiffs scrounged and fought for women. He had them 
thrown at him. Then his egotism soured. If he only had 
some money. 

He thought, I don’t care for any of them. Any of the 
three. Mabel. Rowena. Janet. None of them. 

But Janet had the money. 

How to get it from her, though? 

He stopped in at the Pescadero for a quickie. He knew 
that Rowena would not be there. The boss never allowed 
help to frequent the place. 

He killed a martini quick. 

“Another, Mr. Watson?” 

“No, thanks, George. Gotta scram.” 

28 


Fifteen to twelve when he parked in the driveway. The 


house was in the older section of San Gilberto. Once it had 
been the elite section, but the town had shifted north. A 
substantial house, one storey, made of concrete block and 
with a flagstone face and porch. Janet had bought it be- 
fore their marriage. 

Rent is money thrown away, she’d said. We can pay on 
this and sell it when we build our new place and make 
some money. Property values won’t go down. 

Old Henry Hooker’s only child. Smart brain, Janet. 

He tiptoed through the living room, missing the damned 
end table, for once, went down the hall, and quietly went 
to bed, undressing noiselessly. Janet lay on her side with 
the moonlight streaming over her. Her hair was golden, 
spun across her rather wide face, giving her a girlish ap- 
pearance. 

Jim glanced at her. 

Usually she was awake and waiting when he came home 
from “class.” But he was later than usual tonight. He 
slept raw. He slid into bed carefully. 

She stirred, opened her eyes, looked over at him. 
“You're late tonight, honey. I got tired." 

"Stopped for a few drinks with a couple of men in the 
class. We talked over some class problems." 

There in the dim half-light he felt her eyes probe his 
face. A tiny blossom of fear bloomed in him. Was she get- 
ting wise? 

A call to the superintendent's office. “I’m Mrs. Watson. 
My husband, Jim, is in Business English class. I have to 

speak to him. Will you call him?” 

“Just a moment, madam.” 

Then waiting silence, 

“There must be some mistake, madam. I sent the boy to 
Business English class. The instructor, Mr. Robbins, says 
no Mr. Watson is enrolled." 

*Oh, I see. Thank you." 

That simple. 

Usually when he came home she kissed him and snug- 
gled close to him in her bare, smooth warmth. 
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“I seldom get to see my husband any more,” she said 
slowly. 

He bent over and kissed her. Her arms went around his 
neck, pulling him close. He hoped there was no female 
scent on him. 

“Jim, Margaret had her baby tonight.” 

Margaret was one of Janet’s school chums. She was 
married to Hank Fuller, a blundering blubber-reared boy, 
one of the local products. Margaret produced a baby 
every nine months for the armed forces. 

"Boy or girl?" 

“Little girl.” 

That made four boys and three girls for Margaret. Mar- 
garet would supply the Marines, the n the Navy and 
the Wacs and Waves. 

"Good for Margaret." 

“You don’t sound—sincere." 

They were close to an argument. So far none of their 
arguments had become serious. Janet never raised her 
voice. She apparently did not hold a grudge. She seemed 
reliable and strong. By all rights, he reasoned, she should 
be a solid rock, something I can cling to. Somebody who 
counterbalances my recklessness. 

But she hadn’t proved to be that—so far. 

"Let's not talk about babies," he said. “We both know 
the stork doesn't deliver them. Let's practice instead, 
honey." 

Her thighs pushed against him. Her lips were moist, 
clinging, demanding, and her curves fitted against him, and 
nature had given her good ones. After it was over, she 
slept. 

Jim stared at the ceiling. 

What was wrong with him? Was he going batty? Or was 
it because of those five prison years without a woman? 
Was he trying to make up for the five lost years? 
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Chapter Four 


JANET AWAKENED with the sun. She always had the blinds 
open and morning sunlight awakened her. This was one 
bone of contention. Jim was the type that slept to the last 
moment, grabbed toast on the run, hit the car putting 
his coat on. | 

They'd compromised. She shut the blinds after she got 
up. She loved to work on her flowers. 

That morning at breakfast Jim was surly. But he real- 
ized he had better hide his ugly mood. 

You don't get mean around half a million bucks. 

But it showed, just the same. 

"What seems to be bothering you?" Janet asked quietly. 

She always waited to have breakfast with him. This 
morning she wore slacks and a pink blouse that bulged in 
the right places. 

“What makes you think there is anything wrong?” 

“Well, when I came to the office yesterday you almost 
snapped my head off.” 

“A wife shouldn’t disturb a husband at work. A wife’s 
job is to keep the home running. The husband’s job is to 
provide that home with money.” 

Her slight smile angered him. He controlled himself. 


“I never was too wild about this foreign-car deal,” he 


said, “But your father swore it was a good thing—lots of 
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money. Well, I’m in it, now. I’m not doing too well, I'll 
admit it. But by God, I'm doing my best—and I’m going 
to do better." 

Put on an act. An alert young businessman, fighting his 
way up—always up. Establish himself. There goes young 
Jim Watson. On the upgrade, that boy—hard worker, 
brainy. Knows a buck, 

"Payroll?" she asked quietly. 

He summond the Clark Gable smile. Tolerance, friend- 
ship. No cynicism. “You’re a mind reader, Janet.” 

“Aren’t payments coming in? Yesterday I noticed the 
back shop was full of repair jobs.” 

Eyes like a hawk. Missing nothing. The service depart- 
ment paid well Real well He had the boys on a time 
basis. The back shop brought in almost as much as car 
sales. 

"The papers say this is boom time. Everybody has more 
money than they know what to do with. Wish they'd pay 
me what they owe me." 

"You have today and tomorrow." 

He shoved back his chair. “I might need some money." 

She said nothing, face stolid and without give. 

He stood up and looked down at her. He said suddenly, 
“Hell, don’t budge an inch,” and walked out. 

He wheeled the Rambler out of the yard without look- 
ing back. Sometimes a man had to get tough to gain his 
point. Not too tough, just tough enough— “I’m the boss” 
type of toughness. 

He'd climbed off the freight. He'd got a cheap room, a 
job with a used-car lot, selling. Old Man Hooker had 
his car serviced in the lot. There’s an old buck loaded 
down with jack. Bends his back to carry it. Got a daugh- 
ter—only child. Never around San Gilberto much. Girls’ 
school in Santa Barbara—one of those snotty ones. Stan- 
ford wasn’t good enough for her. Girls’ college in Oakland. 
Didn’t like it. Quit junior year. Now she was home. 

And he’d added to himself, dumb as grass. First good- 
looking man to give her a whirl gets papa’s dough. 

Well, he’d given her that whirl, and he’d got her. 
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She'd made him wait until their wedding night. After- 


wards he'd lain back, staring at the ceiling. Twenty-one, 
and a virgin. Who'd have thought it in this day and age? 

Now she wanted a baby. 

She loves me. I’m her husband. And in her code and 
religion you marry only once—and for keeps. 

And she’s got money. 

Well, so has 1860 Meadowbrook Drive. Money there, 
too—and something else. Keen looks. Classy. Nice legs, 
beautiful ankles, nice bulge in the back, and in the front— 
and money. 

What more could a man ask? 

I don’t even know the woman, he thought. Your clutch 
is going out, Jim Watson. 

But you can get to know her. Widows are pushovers. 
They’re used to it whenever they want it. 

Mabel was already at her desk. She said, “Good morn- 
ing, boss,” and her voice had the dreamy sound of a 
woman who was happy. “Sleep good?” 

They were alone. “What are you driving at?” 

Her brows rose. “Oh, the boss is surly this morning.” 
She kissed him behind the ear. “Go out for another cup 
of coffee,” 

She went to work on her infernal bookkeeping. 

Mack came in at nine-thirty. You could always tell 
when he and his wife had been fighting. He wasn't 
brusque; he just didn’t speak. Jim nodded and Mack went 
to the back shop. 

“Another fight,” Mabel said. 

“None of your business.” 

“Lay off me, Jim.” 

The customers stayed away in droves this morning. 

. The shop boy dusted the cars, singing off key. It grated 
like a file. 

At eleven-thirteen, the phone rang. Mabel took it and 
put the call on the extension. Jim picked up the receiver 
in his cubicle across the room from her. He waited until 
she’d put her receiver down. She noticed this and waggled 
her fingers at him. | 
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*Jim?" It was Rowena. 

“Yes.” 

“Jim, sweetheart, I’m sorry about last night. I really 
am, darling.” 

“Think nothing of it. Just a little useless spat.” Now 
what the hell did she want? He knew immediately. Green 
stuff. 

“I love you.” 

Like hell you do. You love the money I’ve been sucker 
enough to pay you. 

"I love you, too.” 

“Can I see you tonight? At our apartment?” Our apart- 
ment, huh? 

“Not tonight, honey.” He kept his voice down so Mabel 
wouldn’t hear. “I have to call on those same people to- 
night. We didn’t have time to clear up the contract last 
night.” 

“Oh.” Silence. Then, “I’m sorry.” 

Jim said calmly, “Just wipe such ideas out of your 
mind, baby. The chief of police and I are members of the 
same service club. You make a bad move against me and 
the chief will drop in and pay you a visit. He won’t send 
one of the boys. He’ll tend to it himself.” 

Her voice was ice. “Are you threatening me?” 

“Just a few facts of life, baby. I can read your mind. 
You're thinking about calling Janet. Well, if you do, you 
won't be in this town long. And maybe Janet already 
knows about us." 

"You wouldn't dare tell her." 

"You don't know me." 

He heard her sob. "I love you, Jim. I don't want 
to quarrel with you, sweetheart. How about tomorro 
night?” ; 

"IH look on my calendar." 

He had no calendar. The few appointments he had he 
kept in his head. He let the proper amount of time drag 
out. 

"Unless something comes up Pll see you. The apart- 
ment. Oh, and about your rent.” 

34 





Ves” 

“I just don't have the money for it, honey.” 

Another pause. "I'll get it some way." He heard a click. 

He gently lowered the phone into its cradle. What was 
bothering her, sniffling that way? Maybe she was pregnant. 
The terror of that thought struck him hard. There'd be 
only one way out. Disclaim everything. He'd never paid 
her landlord by check. He'd always given her the cash to 
pay with. His name was not anything that could implicate 
him. 

Was she putting on an act? 

Why would she put on an act? She had a build, youth, 
she was good-looking. Then he remembered something. 

Old Man Hooker's money. 

That cleared his mind. He leaned back. He'd wanted 
a fast clean break—shear it off right now. 

But sometimes it couldn’t be done that way. 

She’d meet another stiff soon. Maybe he could introduce 
her to somebody who'd take her off his hands. He ran 
over the members of Rotary and Exchange. Nobody there. 
Staid, stupid old ladies of both sexes, one might say. 
Families. But maybe somebody might sneak down a dark 
alley. 

The phone rang again. 

He signaled to Mabel. I'll take it. "Hello, Watson Mo- 
tors. Mr. Jim Watson speaking." 

*Oh, hello, Mr. Watson." 

His heart jumped three feet. A throaty, sexy voice— 
a voice that dripped bedroom. Only one woman in the 
world could own that voice. Eighteen-sixty Meadowbrook 
Drive. 

*Hello, Mrs. Adams." 

*Oh, you recognize my voice?" 

“I certainly do. Would you like a demonstration this 
morning of the Victory?” 

Sex dripped into her phone. Sex scurried down wires. 
Sex hit the telephone exchange, spread along more wires, 
and dripped from his receiver. 

“I was just coming to that. I have to go to San Jose 
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today. Would I be asking too much if I asked that you 
let me take a Victory and see if I like it as much as I 
think I do?" 

Good idea. You get them in a car and half the battle 
is won. They've put you to an imposition. They're in- 
debted to you then. And nine times out of ten they buy— 
so the book said, anyway. 

“Why, certainly. Gladly.” His voice had a catch, damn 
it. "Would you like a driver? I have the day free." 

A pause. “Oh, thank you very much, Mr. Watson. But 
I'm taking company with me." 

His belly-muscles lost tension. A female with her build 
and dough didn't run around unescorted. This was class. 
A man had to work slowly here. This was no hasher or 
chamber-maid to be dumped on her rear the first time a 
man met her. 

He fought down his jealousy. He remembered her 
classic chassis. Enough there to go around. ý 

“Will you call for the car, or shall I deliver it?” 

“How nice of you, Mr. Watson. Would you drive it to 
my home?” 

“Be glad to.” 

“Thanks a million.” 

He held a cold receiver. She'd mentioned nothing about 
driving him back. Maybe the lucky stiff was in her house? 
Maybe he'd shacked up with her overnight? 

God, he thought, I've got it, and got it bad. The head- 
shrinkers are all wrong. Sex comes first. Then comes food, 
shelter and clothing. He went out into the shop. Somebody 
was hammering like hell on a fender. Mack was talking 
with a mechanic working on a distributor at his bench. 

“How’s the Aqua Gray?” 

The mechanic wiped his forehead with his sleeve. 
“Never run any better, boss.” 

He said to Mack, “Follow me.” 

The Aqua Gray roared. He backed out, Mack follow- 
ing in his own car. He slid through traffic, keeping track 
of Mack in the rear-view mirror. The sun was golden, 
Kissing the earth. Jim waved at a dozen people. There goes 
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Jim Watson. Married Old Man Hooker's only daughter. 
But hell, they probably thought he'd got the gumption— 
he'd have made it without the Old Man's dough. A lot 
they knew. 

He left Cabrillow, found Meadowbrook, entered the 
elite residential section. Old Lady Hooker had departed 
this life while Janet was still in the Oakland brain mill. 
Old Man Hooker had sold the big house on the other side 
of town, in the older district. No use a man living alone in 
such a big shack, he'd said. He'd taken a room at a hotel. 
Saved money that way. 

Now Janet had the money the big house had brought. 

Jim braked the Victory at the curb, Mack tailing in 
behind. He intended to walk to the front door. He wanted 
another look at her, but she came out on the porch. 

“Thanks very much, Mr. Watson. I'll have it back about 
four." 

Hell, she didn't want him in the house. He was prob- 
ably right. Some lucky stiff in there. And she didn't want 
Jim to meet him. Well, so cracked the cookie. 

She wore a dressing robe. The distance was about sixty 
feet, but distance took nothing from her. The robe fitted 
her thin waist as though it had been shellacked on. It 
flared at the right places, both on top and below the waist. 

She disappeared into the house. 

“Jesus!” Mack breathed, “Jesus!” 

You could knock his eyes off with a stick. 

“Your sex shows,” Jim snapped, sarcastically. 

He climbed in beside Mack. Mack said, “Gawd, Id get 
into her bed, and I'd be so hot I'd melt. There'd just be 
a grease-spot." 

Jim spoke cynically. *You want me to drive? Or can 
you still see the asphalt?" 

Mack grinned. *No law against dreaming, is there?" 

"You've been in this burg twelve years, you tell me. 
What do you know about her?" 

Mack recited facts in a dull voice. She'd been cashier 
at an eating joint. Doc Adams ate there. He'd been a 
widower for about five years, Mack figured. 
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"Never had no kids, Fell like a ton of lead for this 
female. Old boy really snorted. Bull elephant sniffing fe- 
male, trunk up.” 

“Yeah?” 

“So he hitched her, pronto. Wanted some kids, the gos- 
sip said. Had none by his first frau.” 

“You said that before.” 

"Hell, you're in a mood today, boss. Well, Doc got 
killed about a month ago. Comin' back one night from 
'"Frisco. Probably full of booze. Missed a curve in the 
highway.” - | 

“She jumped, didn’t she?” 

“Landed on her purty butt. Skinned it some, I guess. 
Wish I could have been the doc that treated her." 

"Light for a while," Jim said, *and feel good earth 
under your talons. Doc leave her any good green-stuff?” 

Mack glanced at him. “I suppose he did. He had a big 
practice. But she waded into his dough right away. Bought 
that big shack—cost around a hundred and fifty thousand, 
I read.” | 

"She run around much?" 

"How thell would I know? I'm thoroughly married, 
remember? I'm tied down with a fat squaw and kids. Every 


' cent I make either covers somebody's butt, feet, or goes 


down a gullet." 

"Doc never got a kid out of her, huh?" 
. *None running around." 

Mack parked the car on the lot. “I think I got that 
couple sold, Jim. Hell of it is no dinero down. Trade-in. 
And it takes the bank a week to clear my commission.” 

“I'm strapped,” Jim said. 

“Beans and gruel for the kids," Mack said. 

"The dough for the Smith deal should come in today 
or tomorrow. You'll get your commish off it.” 

"Call the bank and push it along?" 

"I'll do my best." 

“No cards coming in any more,” Mack said. “We never 
got much return—not more than one percent, I guess.” 

“Try the phone book.” 
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“TII do that.” 

Jim went to the office. “Money,” Mabel said. 

The money had come from the bank. Jim glanced at the 
check and endorsed it. The payroll and building payment 
were taken care of. But he didn't see the check—he saw 
a woman standing on a porch covered with scarlet bou- 
gainvillea, house-coat tight around her hips. He glanced 
down at Mabel's stenographer spread. 

Hunger hammered through him. 

*Almost your lunch time," he said. "Got anything to 
eat at your apartment?" 

She knew immediately what was on his mind. “Well, I 
was going to eat at the Five and Dime." 

Always they played hard to get. They'd be burning 
inside, anxious for the sheets, and yet—well, maybe. 

Nobody was around. He kissed her on the mouth. She 
stared up at him, brown eyes moist, warm, full of fire. 
It didn’t take a blowtorch to warm up Mabel Drummond, 

“Now that you put it that way, yes.” 

Her apartment was dark and cool. She pirouetted, the 
belle of the ball, her dress flaring out, showing her 
creamy-white thighs, a trifle heavy but comfortable, show- 
ing the bottom edge of her panties. Jim caught her, throat 
tight, and they fell on the bed, lips clinging, holding. Her 
tongue made bold, exploratory incursions, moist and 
sweet. 

They lay there, bodies glued together, and finally she 
rolled over, saying quietly, “Unzipper me, Jim.” He 
caught her glance at the dresser clock. “Let’s not work 
against the clock,” he said throatily. 

He found the zipper, started down. The dress parted, 
showing white shoulders, glistening and ivory. The zipper 
caught in the middle. He cursed it silently, pulled it up, 
then down hard. It zipped to its end. 

He parted the dress, slipping it downward, revealing 
her full brassiere, her big breasts melon-heavy, protrud- 
ing. She kicked the dress off the bed. It landed in a heap 
on the floor. 
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He unhooked the brassiere. She laughed quietly. “Your 
hands are trembling, Jim.” 

“They have a reason. Why don’t you get brassieres 
with only one hook, or at least a zipper?” 

“How many hooks has this got?” 

“Five of the darned things.” 

Again, that low laugh. "I'll look into the matter—the 
next time I buy a bra." 

She rolled to face him, pushing against him. *Now it's 
your turn," she murmured, lips to his. 

Jim thanked God for a good imagination, This wasn't 
a brown-haired, rather heavy-set woman with him. She 
had shiny, raven-winged black hair. She did not have a 
full, round face. She had a mystic, Oriental face, not pale, 
but sleek and olive-colored. She did not have a waist this 
big. She had a slender, small waist. 

Her name wasn’t Mabel Drummond, 

Her name was Cynthia Adams. 

Then Mabel was lying on his arm, sobbing slightly. 
He felt her body quiver and he asked, “What’s the matter, 
sweetheart?” 

“Oh, nothing, I guess.” 

He stared at the pink ceiling. He had only one thought 
now—-get on his way. Get out of here. Leave this bed- 
room with its female smell, its dull female perfume. 

Mabel dried her eyes. “I’m sorry.” 

Jim knew what was bothering her. They started out 
as a lark, a change of pace, and then they wanted to own 
you, control your breathing. He wondered whether he'd 
have to dump Mabel. That would be bad. She was always 
handy, and that counted a lot. 

She snuggled closer to him, pushing against him. *Now 
Im hungry," she said. 


The day was a fine one. Slight ocean breeze that pushed 
the heat back into the Salinas Valley. Not hot, not cool. 
The beach would be heaven now. He'd take Rowena to the 
beach tonight. 

Mack came out and looked at the Ford, too. Jim asked, 
“What did you tell them?” 

“One fifty.” 

Jim nodded, “Okay.” He scribbled his signature on the 
sales slip, glanced at the terms. 

“Bank of America will carry it,” Mack said. 

“Good work.” 

Mack added, “The kids will eat again,” and left. He 
stopped, said, “Boys in the shop are giving the new one 
service.” 

Jim nodded. | 

Within an hour the couple drove away, happily in debt 
for thirty-six months, eighty-five bucks a month. Jim 
glanced over at the Rambler station wagon. He'd take that 
one tonight. Too many people knew the Aqua Gray. And 
besides, for what he had in mind the Rambler was ideal. 

He went into the repair shop. 

The boys were grinning. Mabel was handing out checks. 
Then they were gone, Mack was gone, and Mabel was in 
front of her small mirror, daubing on lipstick. 

“Well, not a bad day, boss. Payroll met. One sale 
made.” 

Jim sat in his chair, legs extended. He merely grunted. 

Mabel twisted at the hips, throwing a thigh into firm 
clean relief, ostensibly attempting to see the seam in her 
stocking, but Jim knew she was giving him the old thigh 
treatment. 

She returned to her lipstick. He was aware she watched 
him in the mirror. *Going to be busy tonight, J im?" 

“Calling on a customer.” | 

*Male or female?" 

Jim said, *Don't let your imagination work overtime. I 
got all I can do to handle you." 
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the finest cars in the world, offering much more than any 
foreign model of comparable cost. Jim dug out his sales 
book and compared current sales with those of two 
months before. Well, he was ahead of that sales period, 
anyway, but things weren't rosy. 

He might have to transfer some money from his private 
account. He snapped the book shut. No more bills to pay 
for another week, and next week might bring anything. 

He realized suddenly that he wanted to make a go of 
his business. This came almost as a shock to him. Up un- 
til now, everything had been happy-go-lucky, logic-be- 
damned. 

He considered various points. Then he decided he liked 
this business because, by being in it, he was somebody 
in San Gilberto. Until his marriage to Janet he’d been no- 
body. A bum, an ex-con. Now when he walked down the 
street, people called him Mr. Watson. 

Yet, he was getting very tired of San Gilberto. Tired of 
seeing the same faces each morning, meeting the same 
people on the street, going through the same dull routine 
day after day, breaking the routine up occasionally with 
Mabel and Rowena—and they, too, were becoming rou- 

That was the trouble. Everything was too dead, too 
routine. All his life he had been free to climb onto a 
string of boxcars when the notion hit him, or loaf along 
the highway, thumb out. No bills to pay. When broke, 
flop with Sally. The Salvation Army was always good for 
à flop or a hunk of bread, 

This damned, humdrum, day-by-day living, he thought. 

He saw Mack covertly give him the high-sign. 

He strolled out and started conversation with the young 
couple. Mack went back into the shop. He came out about 
five minutes later. Only Jim saw his slight nod. 

The punk’s credit was good. 

Mack took the couple into Jim’s office. He got out his 
Sales book and went to work. The couple had an old 
Ford. Jim walked out on the lot and looked it over, 
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"They want to buy," Mack said. “J just called the 
banks. I have to wait ten minutes.” 

“Feed them a line. But the returns will be negative.” 

“J can smell that. But with business so bad a man has 
to be sure. We can’t afford to miss anything.” 

Mack returned to the showroom. 

Jim checked the spare-parts room. To get the Victory 
dealership for this area, he'd had to put down twelve grand 
just for replacement parts. Part of the distributor's racket. 
The mechanic who tended the parts room came out from 
under a car and walked toward him, wiping his greasy 
hands on a piece of waste. 

He needed some parts. A steering-gear worn, some 
shock-absorbers, a couple of electric fuel pumps, and some 
other items. 

"Order them, like you always do." 

“Just wanted your okay, boss.” 

Jim walked away thinking, My God, does everybody 
think we’re on the verge of bankruptcy? Mabel and Mack 
"were the only ones who knew how low the bank account 
really was. Mack would disclose not a word to anybody, 
not even an archangel. Mabel must have let something 
slip. 

Should he drag her onto the carpet? 

He decided against it. Mechanics came and went. Most 
of them were a boozy bunch. Two weeks of hard work, 
not a drink, and then a bust, and not reporting for work. 
And finally wandering in with a lonesome hang-dog look 
two weeks or so later wondering if they still had their jobs, 
which they usually did not. 

He went to the showroom. Mack was still talking to 
the young couple. The mailman had just dumped the 
latest delivery—mostly advertising, a few duns, no checks. 

Jim sat down in his office. 

Some of the livelier, brighter American iron, like the 
Lark 8, was cutting into his sales as Americans discovered 
they could get good jump and handling at an almost rea- 
sonable price. And directly competitive with the Victory 
was the Corvette, which had by now proved itself one of 

58 








He had the hood up on a Chevrolet. She stopped and 
looked at the motor. Just a salesman and a potential cus- 
tomer, admiring a Chevy's intestines. | 

"What the hell you mean by calling me here? I told you 
never to do that." 

"I know, Jim. I did wrong. But I didn't give my name 
and address. Jim, I want to talk to you.” 

Again fear hit him. Maybe she was pregnant. He 
glanced down at her thin waist, 

“About what?” 

“About us.” 

“You know I’m married. You said it didn’t make any 
difference. You said you’d stop the minute I said so.” 

“But that was when we started, Jim,” 

He slammed the hood down hard. “You going to be home 
tonight?” 

Her blue eyes touched his face. “I’ll be home—for you, 
Jim. What time?” 

He thought. Friday night—Advanced Accounting, 
“Seven o’clock. Not your apartment, though. Meet me on 
the corner of Cabrillo and Eighth. That’s only about two 
blocks to walk.” 

“At seven, Jim,” 

She strolled away. Jim glanced at his office. Mabel 
could be seen through the window. She was typing with 
her back to him, i 

He breathed easier. Au 

He glanced at Rowena's retreating back. She had a nice 
walk, a nice body, but there was nothing upstairs. But a 
man doesn't run around with a woman like Rowena for 
her brains, he told himself. 

He needed another drink, 

He ducked around the corner to Joe's, killed two fast 
shots of vodka plain, and returned, stomach hot as a 
poker. Joe's vodka was getting stronger. Or else he used 
a bigger shot glass. 

He entered by the shop door. Mack had just hung up 
the phone. 
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worked me over last night. This morning I visited my girl 
friend. Just came from her house." 

*You're not that old." 

“I’m older than I look.” 

“No dice?” 

“No dice,” Jim assured. 

“Ain’t had no luck lately. Too many of these women 
giving it away. An honest hooker can’t make a living.” 

She pulled her dress down and slid to the far side. Jim 
let her off two blocks from his garage. He breathed a sigh 
of relief. Look to young Jim Watson to pick up the wrong 
company. For the second time in an hour a woman 
slammed the Aqua Gray’s door and never said thanks or 
goodbye. 

Some days are like that, he thought. 

Mabel looked up when he entered. “Woman called you 
up. Wanted to talk to you seriously, she said.” 

“Janet?” 

«No. She wouldn't give me her name and number." 

Jim said, “Hell.” 

Mack was showing a young couple the guts of a Victory. 
Jim sent a practiced glance over the couple. Woman preg- 
nant, probably been married five months, due in another 
month or so. Living on a tight budget, most of it supplied 
by unemployment insurance. What did they want with a 
sports car? Probably get the contract turned down at the 
bank. But Mack would stop it before it went that far. 
He’d excuse himself, walk to the back shop phone, and 
check the local banks. Mack was an old hand at selling 
cars. 

“Got the pay checks made out?” he asked Mabel. 

“All ready to sign.” 

He glanced at the balance. He’d made it another week 
—on the company checkbook. His own had eight hundred 
and some dollars, he knew. 

A woman paraded slowly past the salesroom’s big street 
windows. Jim went out through the back shop. He was 
on the used-car lot when Rowena came sauntering by 
again. 
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what human again. He was ready to leave when a red- 
headed girl came out of the back. 

"You driving into town, mister?" 

“Sure.” 

“Mind if I go along?” 

Jim looked at her full sweater. He could tell the real 
thing from the rubber-tire type. These were real. His eyes 
went to her face. About seventeen, he figured. That put 
her out. San Quentin quail. 

“Come along,” he invited. 

He opened the door. She swung in, showing about six- 
teen inches of thigh. He went around and climbed in. She 
hadn’t pulled her dress down. She had nice thighs—well 
developed, yet soft-looking. His blood jumped a dozen 
degrees. 

He swung the Victory out, hit the road. The girl leaned 
her red hair on the leather seat. 

“Always did like these foreign cars,” she said, “and this" 
Jaguar is the best.” 

Jim didn’t correct her. 

He took the Palm Lane shortcut into San Gilberto, The 
road wound through tall palms, through a meadow filled 
with Holstein cows, and entered an area of live oak, the 
local Lovers’ Lane. You could see the tracks where the 
boys had run their cars off the road and parked under 
the big live oaks out of reach of the moonlight and the 
headlights on the road. He saw her glance at the parking 
spots. 

“Be a nice place to park,” she murmured. 

She’d scooted over next to him. Her dress was even 
higher now. 

He slowed. “Want to park?” 

Her hazel eyes were on him. “Don’t get me wrong, mis- 
ter. Pm not the give-away type. I gave away a million 
bucks’ worth before I found it was worth something.” 

He'd expected this. “You got a million bucks’ worth 
left.” 

“Five bucks.” 

Jim laughed and yawned. “I’m too tired. My old lady 
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he'd had, every one he was destined to have; all curses 
silent, of course. She drove about ten miles. Then she 


wanted to park somewhere and have a beer. Jim wanted 


no beer—he wouldn't be caught dead with her in the 
crummiest saloon on earth. She drove home, barreling 


through three stop signs on the way. 


She parked in front of her house. 

Jim caught his breath. “How do you like it?” 

“I don’t like it one bit.” 

“Vou don’t!” 

“Not room enough for my butt and the old man’s.” She 


didn’t even say goodbye. 


Jim stared at the closed door. 

The world, he decided, was made up of fools, and he 
was one of them, for only a fool would go into the for- 
eign-car sales field—or any car sales field, for that matter. 

No wonder Mack always looked so dumbfounded. 

He needed a drink. He needed it fast, and strong. He 
thought he might drop in on Cynthia Adams. Just a 
friendly call, you know. Then he changed his mind. Too 
early in the day. And he was in a reckless, ugly mood. 

He stopped in at the Bamboo Hut, a joint on the edge 
of town. It smelled of stale beer and booze. The back part 
of the place was a big dance hall. The Bamboo Hut didn’t 
have the most savory reputation. Its reputation matched 
its smell. 3 

Two drunks sat the bar, sobering up on straight shots. 
He swung in and said, “Screwdriver. Double shot.” 

“Right up, mister.” 

He looked the place over. Potted palms stood against 
the wall. There were a few tables, spindly-looking things 
with thin iron legs. They needed vitamins. The chairs were 
just as spindly. They needed vitamins, too. The whole joint 
needed fumigation—and vitamins. 

“Straight shot with it.” 

“Bourbon?” 

“Okay.” 

Between the Screwdriver and the shot he became some- 
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She kissed him on the lips. ^You'll make it, honey. 
I have to wash dishes." 

He sat and listened to her rattle the dishes. Unrest was 
in him, and he knew it could not be all laid on Sex— 
Mabel had missed no tricks at noon. 

He kept thinking of 1860 Meadowbrook Road. 

Next morning he answered a card that had come in 
late yesterday. The address was in the vicinity of 1860 
Meadowbrook Road. He drove out of his way to pass 
the Adams estate. A new Chevrolet coupe was parked at 
the curb, its trunk bearing the painted legend: 

LUKE JONES, REAL ESTATE—INSURANCE 

681 CABRILLO, SAN GILBERTO, CALIFORNIA. 


Luke was giving her the rush, he thou ght bitterly. 
Well, why not? Luke was single, not held down by a 
wife or scruples. And she had everything a man wanted. 

Jim drove on to the address on the card. 

The housewife who came to the door was middle-aged 
and frowsy. She wore a dirty house-dress and no stock- 
ings. Yes, she and her husband were interested in a 
Victory. And, she added, they would pay cash. They 
could stand to pay cash. 

Just like that, he thought. | 

The husband appeared at a bedroom door. He wore a 
dirty dressing robe. Jim introduced himself. *Would you 
like to take a ride?" 

"I worked late last night. The old lady might like to 
go.” He shuffled back to bed, 

- The old lady settled in beside him in the Aqua Gray. 
"Not too much room," she said. She had a span like a 
mare. 

Jim showed her how to manipulate the gear shift. He 
decided to take her on the Live Oak Canyon Road. To get 
there he had to pass 1860 Meadowbrook Road. He swung 
wide a block. Once out of town, he turned the wheel over 
to the woman. 

She drove like mad. She slid around curves, accelerator 
to the floor. Jim hung on. He cursed her, every customer 
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Janet saw them to the door. After they had gone she 
said, “That wasn’t polite, Jim.” 

“What wasn’t?” 

“The rude way you acted.” 

“What should I have done? Wiped the punk’s nose on 
my sleeve?” 

“That isn’t what I mean and you know it. You never 
even went to the door. Hank was hurt.” 

“He must hurt awful easy.” 

She was close to tears, he saw. He got to his feet, put 
his arm around her and pulled her close. Half a million 
bucks and he couldn’t touch a cent. But time—give me 
time ... 

*Do you really want a baby that bad?" 

“Certainly I do." 

“Well, we try hard, don't we?" 

She dried her tears. “Oh, Jim, I guess I’m just in one 
of my unhappy moods. Ever since I visited you at the 
showroom yesterday and you were so abrupt— Jim, is 
something wrong?” 

Her eyes searched his face anxiously. 

“I need money,” he said. 

*Oh, we're back at that again, huh?” She stopped at 
the kitchen door. “I haven’t been down to your business 
very often, but each time you have new cars on the floor.” 

“J shift them back and forth between the back shop 
and the showroom. Want to make people believe I'm 
selling." | 

“I see quite a few Victories on the street.” 

“Byer look at the dealers’ names on the license plates?” 

“No, not particularly.” 

“You should try it some time. Most are sold in San 
Jose or Salinas or Santa Cruz.” 

“You won’t have to—close shop?” 

He frowned. He paused as though to give this thought 
serious and deep deliberation. No use telling her he had 
the payroll money in already. Make her suffer. Finally 
she might kick through. 

“Pm fighting,” he said. 
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out of the conversation. This did not displease him. He 
sank into the chair and watched TV, but he wasn't look- 
ing at the screen. He saw a dark-haired sleek woman, hair 
glistening black, with a dark face and red warm lips. 

She had looks. 

She had class. 

She had money. 

Man, she had everything. 

He glanced covertly at Janet. Her mouth was open 
slightly as she listened to Hank Fuller describe the newest 
arrival down to the tiniest toenail. She did not notice his 
appraisal. 

Good, clean, wholesome Janet, typical American house- 
wife. Marry a man, keep an immaculate house, produce 
babies like clockwork. The kind that made the sheets. 
Mother of the Year in San Gilberto. Best jam maker at 
the county fair. Mother of six nice kids, head of the PTA. 

He looked back at the TV set. 

Hank’s four-year-old came over. A boy. He poked his 
finger toward Jim’s mouth. Jim glanced at Fuller and 
Janet. Neither had seen the kid. He batted the kid’s gooey 
finger aside. 

“I like you.” 

“I don’t like you.” 

“I like you.” 

This could go on forever, Jim thought. The kid needed . 
his nose wiped. Didn't they ever stop leaking? 

The kid decided he would take the lamp apart. His 
siblings decided he needed help. Hank Fuller rescued the 
lamp. It was time to go. He and the oldest child—a boy— 
were going to see Margaret at the hospital. Margaret's 
mother would take care of the others. 

"Oh, leave them with me," Janet said. 

Jim winced. 

"No, their grandmother wants to see them—she hasn't 
seen them for two days—but I sure thank you. Good- 
night, Jim." 

Jim didn't get up. *Goodnight, Hank. Goodnight, kids." 
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Chapter Six 


EVERYTHING WAS rotten, The TV programs were dull. 
The meal did not sit right. Even the Screwdrivers were 
tasteless. Janet always used too much orange juice. Never 
could learn to make a good Screwdriver. 

And Hank Fuller was a bore. A ten-gauge, double- 
barrelled bore. | 

He had the six kids with him—four boys and two girls. 
And all he and Janet talked about was Margaret, his wife 
in the hospital, and how he loved to take care of the kids, 
and how the new little girl would be named Janet, and 
how Janet was to be the child's godmother because she 
and Margaret had gone to school together. 

Janet's face held high color. *Oh, how wonderful." 
She looked at Jim poking at his salad. He could imagine 
what she was thinking. Why don't we have a baby? Let's 
make a baby. Or maybe you can't make one? 

Jim knew that thought was growing in her mind. And 
it made him mad. Who was she to question his fertility? 
A man didn't have to knock a woman up to prove he 
was a man. Smart boys didn't knock them up. 

*Don't look at me," he grinned, but the grin wasn't 
healthy. 

Hank Fuller didn't want to talk about business or 
anything else, only babies. Jim found them cutting him 
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At least not while I've been on shift. She an old flame 
: of yours?" 

“Would I be sitting here?” 

“Til bite,” Walt said. He picked up another glass. 

“Doc Adams’ widow.” 

Walt’s eyes became reflective. “Hell, I knew Doc 
Adams well. Our family doc. But I never knew he had 
that at home. Maybe the old boy was lucky he got killed 
in that car wreck.” 

“What makes you say that?” 

“Sooner or later, she’d have killed him off at home.” 





Anyway, none of Jim's business. 

The Screwdrivers were warming his guts. He looked 
around, but Cynthia Adams was the only female in the 
bar. He glanced into the back bar mirror, and her eyes 
met his. She lifted a finger slightly. Jones did not see this. 
Jim's heart looped the loop. 

She was drinking straight Seven-Up. The bottle was 
beside her glass. Luke Jones had beer. 

She sure dumped Sue Holcomb in a hurry, Jim thought. 
I thought she was going home. There was something here 
not quite clear. But it was, after all, none of his business. 

Then a thought knifed through his brain. Maybe she 
and Luke Jones were bed partners? Wasn't normal—or 
natural—that a luscious dish like Cynthia sleep alone in 
a big bed in a big house. 

He realized he knew little, if anything, about Luke 
Jones. Somewhere he'd heard that the man had been in 
San Gilberto about three years. At Exchange he and 
Luke had not exchanged more than twenty words. Hello, 
Luke. Hello, Jim. Goodby, Luke. Goodby, Jim. 

Envy ripped through Jim. He glanced again at Luke 
Jones’ battered face, wide shoulders, tall stature. To him, 
Luke was not attractive. But God knows—and only God 
—what some women find in some men, and vice versa. 
Beautiful women and homely little men. Handsome men 
with stuffed old dolls on their arms. 

He decided to look into this. 

Mack had been in this burg for years. Sold cars for 
about every dealer in town. A few discreet questions to 
Mack should produce the answers. 

Luke put his pencil and envelope back in his inner 
coat pocket. Cynthia Adams slid off the stool and they 
left, Luke holding her arm. Jim watched her neat figure 
retreat in the back bar glass. 

Walt studied her as he polished a glass. 

As the couple went outside, Walt said, “Geez, what a 
looker!” 

“Don’t you know her?” 

Walt looked at him. “She hasn’t been in here before. 
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San Gilberto—always in some motel around some other 
town. 

What was he worried about? 

What if Janet did find out? What could she do? 

The answer came quickly— cold, clear. Janet could 
clam up. She wouldn't shoot in any dough. But would 
she ever shoot any in anyhow? Something big, like around 


twenty grand? 


He sat there, mentally debating how to get money out 
of his wife, when he became aware of two people—a 
man and a woman—taking seats along the bar two seats 
down from him, the man closer to him. 

The man was as tall as Jim, six one. He had wider 
shoulders and was about the same age, but heavier. He 
had a slightly flattened nose, as though somebody had 
laid one on him hard at some time. He had narrow dark 
eyes on each side of that flat nose. 

The man swung his eyes around to Jim. “Hello, Jim.” 

Jim nodded. Luke Jones was in real estate. He also 
sold insurance, any kind—anything to make a fast buck 
without physical toil. He was in Exchange. But for some 
reason he and Jim had never got along too well. Sort 
of a mutual dislike from the start—one of those things 
that sometimes happens. 

Because of Luke Jones’ big bulk, Jim couldn’t see 
Jones’ female company. Jones leaned back in his stool. 
Jim caught a glimpse of shiny black hair pulled back to 
accentuate a thin, olive-colored face. 

“Oh, hello, Mr. Watson.” 

“Hello, Mrs. Adams.” | 

"Thought you two knew each other," Luke Jones said. 
His grin was not too cordial. 

"I'm trying to sell her a Victory," Jim said. 

Cynthia Adams did not speak to him again. Luke 
Jones got out an envelope from his coat pocket and made 
some figures. Evidently they were talking over some 
business matter. Maybe the Doc's insurance? No, that 
should have been paid by now—or had it? Only a month 
or so since the Doc shuffled off this coil. 
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And he'd just sat there. 

“Get out among people. Most of them are good at 
heart. All your life you've met the wrong people, outside 
and here in jail. You got brains, Your IO tests show that. 
So far you've used those brains in an illegal manner. You 
should use them to advance yourself and those around 
you." 

And he'd still sat there, saying nothing. 

The warden had given up. 

And here he was, whipping his Victory down San 
Gilberto's main street, nodding at important men and 
women he'd met, all because he'd courted Old Man 
Hooker's only daughter. 

He'd followed the warden's advice—he'd used his 
brains. 

If the warden could only see him now. He smiled at 
that thought, moving into a parking strip before the 
Pescadero. 

Walt was tending bar. “How do you do, Mr. Watson." 

Mr. Watson. "Fine, Walt, and you?" 

“Same old thing.” 

Walt never asked what he wanted. Walt knew. Walt 
knew he belonged. He figured Walt also knew about him 
and Rowena. 

Walt wasn’t blind. 

Jim cradled his Screwdriver. Two boys at the far end 
of the dark bar were hammering politics at each other. 
Walt glanced at them, but they kept yapping. 

“Election years are the craps,” Walt said. 

Jim had no answer. He didn’t want conversation. He 
glanced into the dining room. Waitresses were swinging 
back and forth past the door but he did not see Rowena. 
One waitress—evidently a new one—had glistening black 
hair that reminded him of Cynthia Adams’. 

Walt spoke quietly. “Rowena’s not working tonight.” 

Jim glanced at him. “Thanks.” 

Walt knew. Walt would keep his tongue quiet. Jim 
downed his Screwdriver and ordered another. So he and 
Rowena had shacked up for a few nights. But never in 
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He didn't understand his wife. 

Some days she seemed green as spring grass—a dumb- 
bell, a dope. Other days she seemed intelligent. She wasn't 
the world's best in bed. But she was a good housekeeper, 
never nagged, was kind, considerate. Most men would 
think themselves lucky to get a girl like Janet. Well, 
maybe he was lucky, in a way. 

Maybe after he'd sowed his wild oats? 

He whipped the Victory around a Buick, then decided 
to slow down. Since leaving the prison his finger-prints 
had gotten on no new cards. And even arrest for a traffic 
violation had pinned down many of the boys. Not that 
there was anything against him now. 

Best to be careful. 

Maybe a rotten batch of blood was in his veins. His 
old man had almost popped the fuses at Sing when they’d 
poured on the voltage. Murder, the charge had been. 
Small-time gangster, hopped with dope, packing a rod, 
earning a measly grand. Dumbbell, the old man. 

And the old lady had drunk herself to a dim death. 

He and Janet, he thought cynically, had two things in 
common. One, they were contemporaries on this globe. 
Two, both had béen only children. He was glad of that. 
Glad he had no brothers or sisters, 

Smaller chance this way that the clink could rise out 
of the present and haunt him with the past. 

He remembered the warden’s parting advice. 

"You've lived a lonely life, man. You've come from an 
unhappy, unlawful family. You've grown to hate every- 
thing and everybody, including yourself." 

He'd sat there, listening but not listening. You didn't 
dare talk back. Just agree. All the time agree. When you 
agreed you got out faster. Paroled. It did no good to fight 
the system—only a fool fought. 

"You've been afraid to make friends. You've acted big 
and bold—hell, I don't need friends, you've told yourself. 
But all the time you've been searching for an anchor. 
Somebody to be your friend. To share with you, be with 
you, enjoy things you enjoy, suffer when you suffer." 
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Her startled eyes swept his face. “Jim Watson, what 
in the name of heaven is wrong with you today? Cant a 
person even joke with you any more?" 

He caught his anger. *Bed had two sides this morning. 
Both the wrong sides." He kissed the back of her neck. 

* And you'll have to stop that, too. What if Janet walked 
in?" 

“Every man has the right to kiss his secretary. Espe- 
cially one as pretty as you are. I'm stepping out for a 
moment." 

“What if a call comes in? The Pescadero?” 

“Your tongue is too sharp. Tell them to call bac y 
~ “What if Mrs. Adams calls?" 

*Sometimes your humor stinks." 

He gunned the Aqua Gray. It roared out into traffic. 
He wondered whether Mabel knew about Rowena. 
San Gilberto had only forty thousand people. And he 
was well known---new-car dealer, used-car lot, Rotary, 
Exchange. What made him so woman-crazy? 

He blamed it on the five years behind bars. No females, 
no booze, nothing. They had ridden through his dreams, 
plunging Lady Godivas on mystic horses. In day dreams 
he’d lain with them, one on each side, the others standing 
in a line awaiting turns, all the way nature had originally 

- made them. Five years is a long time without a female. 

He'd never told Janet about his prison sentence. He'd 
changed names upon release and had lived up to his word 
to the parole board—he got out of South Dakota, as fast 
as rails would take him. 

One more rap would be the third. In California that 
would label him a habitual criminal, and could mean life 
at O. Even with only two bum checks sending him to the 
clink the first two times. 

What would Janet say if she knew? 

He debated that question. Each day his conception of 
Janet seemed to change. Upon first meeting her, he'd 
judged her a pushover. She hadn't been. Of course she'd 
fallen hard for him, but she had made him wait until the 
last legal moment. 
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home, and will be here soon to pick me up. You're very 
thoughtful, Mr. Watson." She gave him a quiet smile, - 
eyes crinkling. “Oh, here is the car now!" - 

A Lincoln honked at the curb. Jim was surprised to 
see a woman driving it. I thought she'd gone to San Jose 
with a man! 

"Would you like to meet Mrs. Holcomb? She went 
to San Jose with me. She drove part way. She’s wild 
about the Victory.” 

“With pleasure.” | 
. Jim's breathing relaxed. Thinking over their conversa- 
tion, he remembered no reference to her going to San Jose 
with a man. That had been his wild mind at work, nothing — 
more. 

Sue Holcomb turned out to be a bony young woman 
of twenty-eight or thereabouts. She stood almost six feet 
and weighed around one-sixty, he judged, She had a long — 
nose, big head, and protruding ears. She'd win no points 
at a Miss Universe contest. | 

Im just wild about the Victory," she chortled. | 

Cynthia Adams entered the Lincoln. *Mr. Watson gal- 
lantly offered to take me to Big Basin some day to test 
the Victory on the mountain grades. It would be nice if 
you went with us, Sue." 

"I'd love it." 

Jim didn't love it. 

"Any day you two say," he said, hoping his voice was 
sincere. "We can take one with a jump seat. The moun- | 
tains will be pretty this time of the year." 

"I'll get in touch with you later, Mr. Watson,” Cynthia 
Adams said. "And again, many thanks." 

The Lincoln glided away, leaving him standing at the 
curb. He felt very lonesome—he needed a drink. He 
turned and walked slowly, back into the showroom. 

Mabel said, “The way you looked at her derriére, I 
expect her any day now to drive off a Victory—free of _ 
charge, gratis.” | 

Jim studied her angrily. “You want to work here or 
don't you?" 
43 | 





style," he assured her. He liked her perfume. He tried to 
catalogue it but could not. She knew how to pick per- 
fume 


“I certainly like the one I drove,” she said, “and I 
want to thank you again for letting me drive it. A Lincoln, 
even with power steering, is so big—1 can turn that one 
on a penny, not a dime." 

“They’re very maneuverable,” Jim said. 

She was looking at the Victories, and Jim was looking 
at her. Once he glanced over at Mabel. Mabel had her 
head in a ledger, but he knew she wasn’t looking at nu- 
merical figures. Mabel was watching him. 

A man, he decided grimly, should never mix business 
and pleasure. Not, at least, with his bookkeeper-secretary. 

Jim pointed out a few salient points and optional 
extras—electric clock, Laycock de Normanville overdrive, 
transistor radio, and the like. She nodded, pursed her lips, 
and he wished he had his arm where the wide red belt 
was. 

There was no percentage in rushing a deal like this, he 
thought. She’d buy when the time came—if she bought. 
And, if she did buy, he’d no longer have an excuse for 
seeing her. Secretly he hoped she’d not buy for some time. 

She looked at him. Health glowed from her dark- 
skinned face. Her dark eyes were smothered flames. 

*Pm reading the literature you left with me, Mr. 
Watson. I'll let you know later on.” 

Jim pulled his courage forward. "You hardly gave the 
car a fair trial today, Mrs. Adams. The road to San Jose 
is almost all on the level. I'd like to take you over the 
mountain road to Big Basin.” 

Big Basin was up in the redwoods. He could sneak out 
a picnic lunch, and spring it on her up in the brush. 
To be polite she'd have to agree to a picnic. And once 
they got on the grass— 

“Perhaps,” she said slowly. “Maybe some other day, 
Mr. Watson.” 

“May I drive you home?” 

“Thank you, very much, but my companion got off at 
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Chapter Five 


CYNTHIA ADAMS drove in at four-fifteen, alone. She 
parked the Victory at the curb and stepped from the car, 
a living flame. Flame even in her red dress, wide red belt 
that complimented her slim waist, red pumps and a small 
red hat on her raven-dark hair. 

Jim watched her from his desk. 

“Who the hell,” said Mabel, “is this hunk of hair? 
Somebody who’s a customer, boss? She’s driving the 
Aqua.” 

Flame surrounded her as she walked into the sales- 
room. Through the flame Jim undressed her again as he 
had the first day he’d met her. Finally he became aware 
of Mabel studying him. 

He glared at her. Mabel looked away. 

“How do you do, Mrs. Adams.” He caught . himself 
bowing. “I hope your day was successful." 

“We had a wonderful time.” 

Her voice oozed sex and sincerity. Jim noticed the high 
color of her dark cheeks, She had the appearance of a 
satisfied woman. He felt envy for the man. 

“How did you like the Victory?” 

“Just wonderful.” She looked at the other Victories in 
the sales-room. “Oh, you have quite a few, haven’t you?” 

Jim came from behind his desk. “Every model and 
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"Save some for your wife, you know. Makes things 
peaceful at home." 

Jim looked at her. He couldn't decide whether she was 
being cynical or sagacious. He decided to let it go. Not 
worth discussing. 

“A male," he said. 
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Chapter Seven 


SHE WAITED under an elm tree. Jim drove the Rambler 
close, leaned over and opened the door, and Rowena slid 
in, showing her thighs. She wore a loose-skirted dress 
with a narrow waist. The bodice showed the close V of 
her heavy breasts. 

Her blonde hair was done in the latest French roll. 
Her legs were slim, ankles perfect. Jim thought: She's a 
beautiful woman. And then he thought of her hardness 
underneath, the little money-grubbing personality, and he 
wished he hadn't come. 

She did not sidle up to him. She never did that in town. 
But once beyond the edge of San Gilberto she moved 
close, dress sliding up higher. 

“Where to, Sir Galahad?” 

“Thought you’d like the beach.” 

“I'm awful thirsty.” 

He laid his hand on the inside of her thigh. Smooth and 
creamy, the skin was cool, but it made his fingers hot. He 
drew his hand back hurriedly, pretending he was burned. 

“What’s the matter with the boys in the Pescadero?” 

Her blue eyes were baby-blue. "I don't understand." 

“There must be something wrong with them, letting a 
beautiful girl like you run around untouched,” 

“jim,” she said angrily, “how awful!” 

62 





No sense of humor. They're dead without a sense of 
humor. They might be the world's best in bed, but with- 
out a sense of humor they're just so much hot meat. 

They drove a mile in silence. Then, "Im sorry, Jim. 
Honest I am. I’m sorry.” 

He'd expected those words. She was like a TV Western. 
Im sorry, ma’am. I’m sorry, Mr. Watson. They were al- 
ways sorry on TV Westerns. She watched Westerns, she’d 
told him. 

He realized they were through. He was tired of her. AI- 
though both seemed contented on the surface, he, at least, 
was not happy underneath. He glanced at her. 

She stared straight ahead, jaw set. 

She wasn't happy, either. 

Jim thought: The last time, sister, is tonight—so enjoy 
yourself. We've gone far enough. Get some other stiff to 
pay your bills. I don't have to pay Mabel’s bills. 

Or Janet's either, for that matter, he thought sourly. 

But there was no use wearing the glum-mask. Admit 
it was over, was fun while it lasted. All things have to 
end. One quick one—one for the road, kiss goodby, and 
let it rest at that. 

That was the way it should be—but so many times 
it wasn’t. 

Was this to be one of those times? He hoped not. He 
didn’t want a scene. He just Wanted to break it off—final 


and sharp. 
Maybe a drink would beak. the ice. He came to a road- 


side cafe, set back in seme pines, and he swung into the - 


lot saying, *Whatll it be, Rowena?” 

“I don’t know that I want a drink.” 

“Oh, come on, die right!” 

“Die right? Just what do you mean?” 

Another joke. Flat. Stale. Backfired. He leaned over 
her door. “Get one thing straight, baby. I don’t want to 
fight with you.” 

“Maybe I do.” 

“Then go get somebody else.” 

Angrily he strode into the bar. The joint was almost 
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pitch black. He groped and found a sea*. He discovered 
that he and the bartender had the dive to themselves. This 
was a spot that existed because of dances and late drinkers 
getting out of the nearby towns. 

“Vodka, doubt shot, water chaser.” 

He threw it down and glanced around. “Dull incu eh? 

The bartender yawned. "Night crowds here. Later on." 

He went outside. He met Rowena heading in. He said, 
“Dead as an owl roost in daytime in there. Nobody but the 
pill pusher." 

“I want a drink.” 

“Then you'll drink it without me." 

He could see her mind working. She was afraid he'd 
leave her. She was thirty miles from San Gilberto. Only 
two buses a day along here, he knew. 

She moved closer and took his arm. “Jim, let’s not chew 
the rag. I’m sorry.” 

“Let’s go some other place.” 

The double hit him hard. He felt recklessness surge into 
him, sending fire into his blood. He looked down at her 
knees. The dress covered them. He let his right hand drop 
and move up her thigh, inching its way. She moved closer. 
- Night was creeping across California, throwing its first 
deep shadows over the mountains, darkening the canyons 
with its ebony. Tall eucalyptus trees stood white and 
shimmering against the encroaching shadows. He knew 
that later on there would be a moon. 

He wished he’d bought a bottle back at the saloon. 
The ad had said it had an off-sale license. He didn't need 
it for himself. But it might warm her up, he guessed. 
Get her mind off her thoughts. Get some laughter, even 
if synthetic, back in her voice. 

“Where are we going, Jim?” 

“I said to the beach, remember?” 

“I don’t care to go to the beach tonight.” 

He almost snapped a reply back at her but caught it 
in time. For he'd suddenly thought of Janet. A phone 
ringing at home, Janet picking up the receiver. Yes, this 
is Mrs. Jim Watson. What did you say? Oh, my husband 
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is running around with another woman? What's your 
name? You won't tell me? What's this other woman's 
name? 

That simple. 

Cold sweat poured over him. Discretion told him he'd 
have to go easy, make this break gradual. He didn't know 
this female beside him very well. They were just ac- 
quaintances. Bed acquaintances. 

If such a call did come in, what would Janet do? 

He wondered again on this point. She might just do 
nothing. Just thank the bearer of the evil tidings, hang up, 
never mention it to him. Or she might shoot off the 
rocket. Fact is, he didn't know Janet very well, either. 
But what man ever gets to know any woman very well? 
Always an eternal riddle. 

"Where'd you like to go?" 

“I’m tired of the beach. And it is a long drive. I don't 
care to go to any nightclub. I meet people all day on my 
job. Pm tired of people. What say we go to my apart- 
ment?" 

Jim almost hollered. He was tired. The day had been 
a rough one. The ride along with the Old Lady would 
have put most any man in bed for the rest of the day. 
Skidding around corners, flashing through stop signs— 

"Suits me to a T." He turned the Rambler sharply in 
the road, heading back, “What say we pick up something 
to drink?" 

*Only beer for me." 

That, too, stroked his fur the right way. He picked up 
three six-packs at a liquor store. Street lights had gone on 
in San Gilberto, throwing shadows across streets, outlining 
elms and oaks and green cool lawns. House were gay 
with lighted windows. 

Her apartment was on the west side. Cool ocean breezes 
moved the white lace curtains. A kitchenette, a small living 
room, a tiny bedroom. A hundred and twenty-five bucks 
a month. The owner should have used a gun and got it 
over with quickly. 

He opened two cans of beer and threw himself on the 
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bed, for the first time realizing how weary he was. She 
lay on her stomach beside him, kicking her trim legs in 
the air, sipping her beer. 

“Just like married people," she said. 

Jim thought, I stick around you long and this boy won't 
be married. “Just like that,” he said. 

She killed her beer, put the can on the floor, and went 
into the bathroom. He took a discreet glance at his watch, 
seeing it was almost nine. “Class” was out at ten. 

He sipped his beer. 

He heard the bathroom door open. He could not see 
her because the door was in the hall. 

“Shut off the lights, Jim.” 

He reached up and snapped off the bed lamp. Moonlight 
streamed through the windows, throwing yellow squares 
on the carpet. 

She came into the room. The moonlight caught her 
naked body, caressing it with silent fingers. The light 
caught her golden thighs, lingered on her white hips, 
danced across her smooth stomach to show her hard 
youthful breasts, ringed with dark and jutting upward. 

“Do you like me, Jim?” 

“Aren’t you the one to determine that?” Parry a ques- 
tion with a question. Then they can’t gut you on a hook. 

She minced toward the bed, walking lightly. He watched 
and his blood was pounding, the artery on his throat 
standing out. She stopped at the edge of the bed, the 
spread pressing against her thighs. 

“And look at you,” she reproached. “Still civilized.” 

"Won't take long to change that.” 

She lay on her stomach beside him, kicking her legs in 
the air. He saw the smooth flow of her back and the rise 
of her legs. She crept over him, breasts pressing his chest, 
and kissed him on the mouth. Her tongue made sharp in- 
cursions, promising much, warm and moist, and his arms 
went around her. Slowly he turned her until she lay on her 
back, her blonde hair tumbled over the pillow, her blue 
eyes searching his. 


66 





Her voice was a choky whisper. “Shall we get under 
the covers?” 

“Why o" 

She ee almost silently. “No good reason, I guess.” 

Slowly she unbuttoned his shirt while he ripped off his 
tie. But all the while his imagination was at work, and 
this was not blonde, luscious Rowena, but dark-haired, 
sloe-eyed Cynthia Adams. That was the way it was, and 
he couldn’t change it, and she must have sensed some- 
thing like that, for afterward she said quietly, “Your heart 
wasn’t in that, Jim.” 

“Tm sorry.” 

He caught himself. TV Westerns. 

She put her head in the pillow and covered it with her 
hands. He saw her bare shoulders shake. He said nothing, 
sitting on the bed, leaning on one arm, watching her, then 
gazing out the window at nothing, emotion roiling inside. 

She raised her head. 

She dabbed at her eyes. "I started this out as a lark, 
Jim. I'll admit I wanted you for your money. Now—well, 
it’s gone too far.” She was silent for a moment, “It’s al- 
most gone too far, I mean,” she added. 

Then she pulled him close and kissed him, her bareness 
against his. 

She whispered, “Once more, Jim. Once more. One for 
the road.” 
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Chapter Eight 


“You HARDLY slept at all last night," Janet said at 
breakfast. *You rolled and tossed all night." 

*Did I do any talking?" 

*You mumbled something, but I couldn't make out 
what it was." 

“Good,” Jim joked. “Then my secrets are still my own." 

She poured him some more coffee. “You worried that 
bad about business, Jim?” 

“I’m not leaping with joy. I still owe most of that twelve 
thousand I had to spend for repair parts right off the bat. 
The dirty robbers. And I only started out with twenty-five 
thousand.” 

He thought her face froze slightly. She returned to her 
bacon and eggs. She had spoken correctly: he hadn't 
slept much. 

But it hadn’t been his business that’d kept him awake. 
He'd become suspicious of Rowena. She’d given in too 
easily. She’d been asleep when he’d left. And he’d left 
no money on the dresser. 

Rowena wasn’t working for nothing. 

Beer had put her to sleep quickly. He'd sneaked his 
clothes out and dressed in the living room. He’d driven 
the Rambler down to the lot, exchanged it for the Aqua 
Gray, and had reached home by eleven-ten. Janet had al- 
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ready been in bed, asleep. He did not wake her. He took a 
bath so that there would be no trace of perfume or Rowena 
on him, gargled thoroughly to kill the booze smell—if 
possible—and had rolled in slowly beside his wife, who 
had awakened, put her arm around him, kissed him 
damply, and then slipped off into slumber again. 

And he'd lain there—thinking. 

Around and around, in the dark, getting nowhere. He'd 
heard the living-room clock strike two. A few minutes 
later—it seemed—Janet had gotten up and was shutting 
the blinds. 

Now here they were. Husband and wife. No more than 
newlyweds, with all this piled up between them—God, 
Jim thought, what would twenty years bring between us, 
if all this had piled up in only a few months? He had 
stumbled on something good here. 

And he’d lose it if he abused it. He’d better stop run- 
ning around with females like Rowena. Stick with old 
reliables like Mabel. No scruples, wanting nothing except 
sex, tight-lipped. 

Goodby, Rowena. 

He studied Janet’s face. She was reading the San Gil- 
berto Sun. “Here’s a woman up in ’Frisco. She caught her 
husband in bed with one of her girl friends.” 

Jim almost shivered. “Yeah? Then what?” 

“She shot and killed them both.” 

“Pleasant breakfast conversation.” 

She folded the paper and laid it aside. “She was a fool. 
She should have just walked out—given him to her. No- 
body can keep another person by hanging on to him. 
He wasn't in love with his wife." 

"How do you know?" 

"Why would he be sleeping with another woman?" 

Jim almost said, “Variety is the spice of life," but caught 
himself in time and said, "I think you're right." He de- 
cided to change the subject. “Hope we have some luck 
today. Saturday.” 

“Saturday always has been your best day, hasn't it?" 

“So far," Jim said, "so far." 
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Down at the office he checked to see if any cards had 
come in. None had. The morning mail brought none. The 
shop was idle. Nobody worked back there on Saturdays. 
He couldn't afford to pay double time unless a customer 
demanded it and took the extra pay onto his own 
shoulders. 

Mabel didn't work Saturdays, either. 

Mack had his usual dour face. About ten, some punks 
came in, started slamming hoods down, and Mack ran 
them off. 

They didn't like it. 

*One of the bastards might wrap a bicycle chain around 
my head," Mack grunted. "Some dark night. That type 
can't act in daylight." 

"Except in a mob on a side street." 

The phone rang. “You didn’t leave my rent, Jim.” 

Jim’s heart hammered. “I thought you understood, 
woman. You and I are through.” 

Mack discreetly walked into the back shop out of 
earshot. 

“You can’t treat me this way!” she snarled. 

“Maybe I can’t, but I am. And don’t pull that old 
pregnant job on me. I'll send you over to a doc’s office for 
the rabbit test." 

"I've still got an ace." 

“T think I know what it is." 

“What is it?” 

"I'm not tipping my hand. If you want to play poker— 
the kind not played on a bed—T'm right with you, Rowena. 
You can call up my wife, sure. Go ahead, and see what 
it gets you!" 

Bluff. All bluff. 

“What'll it get me?” 

“Get ready to pack, if you do. I don’t belong to the 
Rotary and Exchange just to get rid of my money.” 

She broke suddenly. She started to sob. “I love you, 
Jim. Jesus, how I love you." 

Fear left. His bounding heart settled down. “Be a good 
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girl," he consoled. "There are other stiffs walking around, 
some with a hell of a lot more jack than I've got." 

She said nothing, just sobbed. Then he heard her hang 
up. He leaned back with a wry taste in his mouth. Oddly, 
he wasn't thinking of her, now. His thoughts had swung 
out to 1860 Meadowbrook Road. Time he got on the ball. 
He went out to the Aqua Gray in the shop. 

“See you later, Mack.” 

Mack merely nodded. 

Maybe he should have phoned her first. Mrs. Adams, 
this is Jim Watson, Watson Motors. Would you care to 
drive a Victory today? If you do I'll be right out. 

He had the impression she was playing him. He re- 
membered the way their glances had met that day in her 
home, at the Pescadero bar. How she had lifted her little 
finger slightly, meeting his eyes in the backbar mirror. 

To get results, you have to make calls. 

The day was a beauty. Sunshine, not too bright, just 
right—a cool ocean breeze, hills green, lawns green, 
flowers blooming. He parked the Victory in front of her 
house, heart beating steadily. Nobody on the lawn, no 
sign of life. The doorbell made its ting-a-ling and he 
waited, blood pounding. Nobody came. He tried again. 

Then he heard someone stirring. 

She wore a form-fitting silk dressing-gown that hugged 
her waist and hips, accentuating the proud lift of her high 
breasts—a cream-colored dressing gown that set off her 
glistening black hair. 

"Oh, Mr. Watson, what a surprise. Do come in, sir." 

He entered the hall and she led him to the living room, 
with his eyes glued on her rising hips. 

"Drink, Mr. Watson?" 

Jim glanced at his watch to give the impression it was 
too early in the day to start boozing. Play it cautious, kid. 
Upstanding young business man, in line for the Business 
Man of the Year in San Gilberto. All business, even when 
at monkey business. 

“Too early?" she asked. 

He grinned. “Never too early,” he said. 
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“You drink Screwdrivers, don’t you?” 

“Fine.” 

She mixed two drinks, both Screwdrivers. Evidently the 
maid was still out. "Let's sit in the patio." 

^Fine." 

Goof, was that all he could say—"'fine?" She led the 
way to the patio. They sat in the lawn swing. Water rippled 
in the swimming pool under the slow wind. 

Only one Lincoln was in the garage. She noticed his 
glance. "I gave one to my husband's nephew. He lives in 
Santa Cruz." 

"That was nice of you." 

"Thank you. He's only twenty-four and he has six chil- 
dren. And he has only a clerk's job." 

*He'll outfit a troop by himself." 

She glanced at him. “Have you any children?” 

“No.” 

“I never have had any, either. Sometimes I don’t know 
whether I’m lucky or unlucky. I was married once before 
I met the doctor, you know. But it didn’t take. We lived 
together only three months. What horrible months. Fight- 
ing, bickering. I was only sixteen, Then I was single until I 
met the doctor two years ago.” 

Why tell me all this? Jim nodded in patience. You had 
to feel out the lay of the land first. Get something sub- 
stantial between you. Rapport, the head-shrinkers called 
it. Something he’d read in the clink. 

“I’m sorry about the doctor’s death, Mrs. Adams.” 

Another short glance. *You've been married a year, I 
believe, haven't you? I read about it in the social section." 

“A year and a few days." 

Don't knock marriage. None of that *my wife doesn't 
understand me" crap. Works with a hasher like Rowena, 
but not with this female. This is class. Pure real class. 

“No children?" 

"And none on the way," Jim said. Why the hell was she 
harping on this theme? Just to make him uncomfortable? 
He had a feeling she was feeling him out, laughing si- 
lently at him. “But I didn’t come here to talk about family 
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troubles or lack of them, Mrs. Adams. I came here to sell | 
you a Victory." 
Right to the point. 
“Frankly, I'm interested." 
“Would you like to go somewhere this afternoon? Maybe 
to the beach?" > 
*Oh, Pd love to, Mr. Watson, but this afternoon is 
‘taken up—lI have to have a fitting for some new dresses 
and a trip to my hairdresser. And this evening I am going 
out." 
Jim's heart sank. He wondered who the lucky stiff was. 
Probably Luke Jones. He cursed the day he'd got married. 
A married man was tied down—except around females 
like Rowena or Mabel. He had two strikes against him 
| before he got up to the plate. 
“Any day next week you're free?" 
She hesitated. Her pretty forehead showed thought. 
| *How about Tuesday? No, Tuesday I'm occupied. Wednes- 
day is free, though." 
Fine, Jim thought. Class night, if we stay out late. He i 
got to his feet. 
“Suits me fine, Mrs. Adams. What time?” | 
“What do you say?” | 
"Let's make it about six-thirty. I'd like to take you out | 
for dinner, if I may." 
"But you're married." | 
Now why the hell bring that up? “But I'm also in the | 
car business, and to stay in business I have to sell cars." | 
Her finely-penciled eyebrows rose. "I warn you. I may 
not buy." Her laugh was pure silver. 
“TIl take that chance.” 
From inside the house came the ting-a-ling of the door- 
bell chimes. Luke Jones stood at the door hat in hand. 
Jim said, “Hello, Luke,” and Luke said, “Hello, Jim.” and 
neither voice dripped cordiality. 
“Good day, Mr. Watson. Come in, Mr. Jones.” 
Jim climbed into the Aqua Gray thinking, “Well, at 
least she called him Mr. Jones, not Luke.” Maybe he was | 
all wrong. Maybe Luke Jones had carried the doc's in- | 
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surance, or had insurance on the house. He drove back to 
his office humming a gay tune. 

Mack heard him drive into the back shop. “Got a 
customer out front," he said. “We need two demonstrators, 
Jim.” 

“We'll take the blue convertible off the showroom." 

"This will do for now." 

Mack drove the Aqua Gray around to the front and 
parked at the curb. Jim didn't know his customer, a young 
fellow of about twenty-one. He looked all right. Nice 
suit, well-dressed, probably a good job, missiles or some- 
thing of the sort. 

He began to check Mabel's books. But his nerves were 
howling, so he decided to dust down the blue convertible. 
After dusting it he backed it out of the showroom. He 
prowled the repair-parts bin, digging here and there—not 
seeing mechanical parts made of cold steel but rather 
dark glistening hair, dark eyes and a nice set of hips. 

Brother, l'm hit hard. For a shack-job with that, I'd 
swim the Arctic Ocean without grease. 

He went back to his office and slumped in his chair, 
doing some girl-watching through the showroom windows. 
All the while, his mind was busy mapping out an attack 
campaign. General Jim Watson, five stars. 

Well, he had her dated, and that was in his favor. Of 
course, she could break the date, but then he'd press her 
for another, real soon. Now she had only one Lincoln to © 
trade in. That was all right. If she didn’t buy right away 
he’d have an excuse to hang around, 

This was not a pushover job, Not one of those ones 
whom you fed a few shots of booze, got bleary-eyed and 
laid anywhere handy. This was class. The first real classy 
one he’d made a grab for. Those five lost years had put 
him way in arrears. He’d have to work hard to cram them 
in, the rest of the way. 

Mack and his customer returned and went over the list 
of options. Mack added on everything but the door 
handles, Jim went to the back and Mack soon came back, 
too. 
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*He got any dough?" 

*Half cash. On him." 

Jim whistled. *He show it to you?" 

“Yeah.” d 

“Don’t let him get away. Trade-in?” 

“That °55 Ford out there.” 

From where he stood Jim could see the Ford on the lot. 
“Don’t go over eleven hundred. You got your book here. 
I'll sign the deal now. But when you go back, lock the 
doors." 

Jim backed the blue convertible out. He drove over to 

! the Pescadero. Chief of Police Magnuson, cruising down 
Laguna Street in the other direction, waved from a prowl 
car. Jim waved back. | 
- The Pescadero had a few customers. This was Saturday 

; and the local yokels had a few extra pennies. Jim ordered 
his usual, with a shot of straight bourbon on the side. 
He could look through the wide doorway into the ‘dining 
room. He didn’t see Rowena around. 


“She’s in the kitchen," Walt said. E o4 


Jim glanced at him sharply, “Thanks.” 

Walt continued polishing glasses. A drunk called him to 
the far end of the bar. Rowena came out of the kitchen 
with a tray. She saw him, but continued on to her table 
and out of sight. 

Jim played with his drink. 

Five minutes later she came in with a tray. “Martini and 
Screwdriver, Walt. Double in the ‘driver and easy on the 
orange.” 

She didn’t look at Jim, nor speak to him. She hurried 
out and Walt went to work making her drinks, Walt 
shoved them to the serving end of the bar. Soon Rowena 
came in for them. She looked at Jim and didn’t see him, 
which was all right with him. | 

He'd found out what he'd come to find out, so he paid 
and left, spinning the Victory in a short arc, heading for 
the street. By all rights he should return to his showroom. 
But he didn't. 

He drove over to Mabel’s. 
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He parked at the curb and took his briefcase out. Just a 
business call, Mabel; the boss wants to talk to you about 
business. He rang her bell but got no response. He went 
downstairs and went through the domed walkway into the 
patio where he saw her lying beside the swimming pool, 
with two other apartment house females in the water. 

She lay on her stomach with her bra loose, taking a 
sunbath. The two others, fat women both, were gurgling 
and talking, and both looked at him as though he were the 
devil walking into the Garden of Eden. They stopped 
blabbing and Mabel looked up. 

*Hello, boss." 

"Got a little matter of business to talk over with you, 
Miss Drummond. I hate to bother you on a Saturday, 
though, so 1 guess it can last until Monday." 

Businessman. Talking to his secretary. Nothing be- 
tween them but business. Cold cash. 

^T'Il be glad to help you, Mr. Watson.” 

“No inconvertience?” 

“I'm through sunning myself, anyway.” 

The fat ones resumed their gurglings. Jim went back to 
the domed passageway. He leaned against the wall and 
smoked a cigarette. He was roiling inside; Mabel’s brief 
Bikini had stirred his longings. She came barefooted, wear- 
ing a bathrobe. 

“Come up in five minutes, Mr. Watson. Ill be pre- 
sentable then.” He saw her glance at the landlord’s door. 

“Thank you.” 

He waited the five minutes, then went to her door. He 
rang for propriety’s sake because he knew the landlord 
could hear the bell. He heard her call, “Come in, Mr. 
Watson.” 

He entered. 

She stood in the bedroom doorway. She had toweled her 
body down, giving it a soft, feminine glow, and all she 
wore were her hair and her mules. 

The sunlight slanted through the window, giving her 
full form an ethereal glow. Golden sunlight lay across her 
rather wide hips, her full thighs, wrapped unseen arms 
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around her thin waist, went upward and caressed her full, 
arching breasts with their dark rings, and then became 
lost in her healthy red hair. 

Jim's heart almost jumped out of its rib cage. He crossed 
the room on wooden legs, eyes glued on her. What if the 
boys back in the South Dakota clink could see this? 2 

Mabel smiled merrily, eyes glowing. “Did you want to 
talk to me about some business, Mr. Watson?” 

“I sure did.” 

He caught both her arms and pulled her to him, her 
splendid body melting against his. He felt the push of her 
breasts, the curve of her hips, and her lips came up and 
met his, warm and enchanting. They finally broke, and 
she looked at him, eyes roving across his clean-shaven 
handsome face, dwelling on his mouth, touching his hair, 
finally locking on his brown eyes. 

“Are you ready to talk business, Mr. Watson?” 

“I certainly am, Miss Drummond. Are you?” 

“Just as soon as I kick off my mules,” she said. 
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Chapter Nine 


SUNDAY HE took Janet to the beach. They lay on the sand 
and Jim watched the girl parade. He couldn’t take his eyes 
off a little red-headed beauty who didn’t have on much 
swim suit. He noticed the redhead’s husband eyeing 
Janet. A bird in the hand, he thought wryly, is worth 
nine in the bush, but a guy always wants one of those in 
the bush. 

They ate dinner in a cafe in Santa Cruz and got home 
about nine. A good substantial day, he thought—a good 
solid day, enjoyed by a service club member, a pillar of 
his community. 

He belched and went to bed. 

There was Monday, then Tuesday. On Tuesday he met 
Rowena again. She sauntered by, glancing in, then stopped 
on the used-car lot. Jim glanced at Mabel. She was work- 
ing at her desk. He glanced at Mack. Mack glanced at 
him anc then returned to polishing a car in the showroom. 

Jim went out the back and met her. 

"What do you want?" 

"Some money." 

"We're through." 

"You might be, but I'm not." 

Jim looked at her neck. He wanted to put both hands 
around her windpipe, and squeeze and squeeze. But he'd 
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got himself into this. Next time, be more careful, he 
thought—don't rush into just any bedroom, shoes and 
pants in hand. Scout carefully first. 

He groaned inwardly. "How much?" 

*A hundred bucks." 

“Then will you leave me alone? For good?” 

She hesitated. “Yes.” 

He pulled out his wallet. He knew he had a little over 
one hundred bucks in it. He counted out four twenties, a 
ten and two fives. He gave this to her. 

“And get wise, baby.” 

“In what way?” 

“You belong to the waitresses’ union. Your union boss 
and I are Rotary Club members. Just one word to him 
from me and you're without a job in his district." 

“I think TIl leave town, Jim.” 

“The best idea you’ve had in years. You’ve sort of run 
out of suckers in this town, I'd say. You've waitressed and 
bunked up with them for quite a while now." ! 

“Don’t talk about my character,” she flared, “Yours isn’t 
so damn good!” 

“Goodbye.” 

_ She jammed the dough in her pocketbook, glared at 
him and then walked away. She had the hooker’s walk 
down good. The right high lift to one hip, then the other. 
Im yours, boy—for a price. 

Jim's mouth was dry. The thought came that it was the 
first time he'd paid a female and hadn't got into her bed- 
room, He hoped she'd live up to her promise. If she did, it 
would be a heavy anvil off his shoulders. He returned 
to the salesroom. 

Mack glanced at him, then down at his work. 

Wednesday finally arrived. 

Janet said, “You sleep worse and worse each night. 
You're beginning to show it, too. You've got dark rings.” 

“Pye got to have money to pay past debts. If I don’t, PI 
have to close shop.” 

She studied her grapefruit. 

“I never had enough money to get started right. Cars 
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are selling, sure—not too good, but not too bad. But if 
I'd started with forty or fifty thousand, it'd be a different 
deal now." 

She jabbed at her grapefruit. “Ill think it over, Jim." 

“Can you get hold of some money? Say about twenty 
thousand? It would see me through.” 

^I don't know." 

Jim got his hat and coat. *Hell of a thing when a man 
and his wife aren't able to talk about money. I don't think 
that is much of a marriage." 

He'd driven his harpoon home. To stay might start a 
quarrel. He went back to his business. He made a sale, and 
Mack made a sale that day. After lunch he drew two 
hundred out of his personal account. It was low. He'd 
have to transfer some of the company's funds to his check- 
ing account. Rowena had been a costly playmate. And he 
spent quite a bit of money, too, buying drinks. Had to 
play up the big shot idea. 

Six-thirty finally came. He had his books in the back of 
the Victory, his best suit on, when he parked in front 
of 1860 Meadowbrook Road. No horn-tooting here, like 
when he called Rowena. No, walk to the door, punch the 
bell, a gentleman calling to demonstrate an automobile. 
Jim Watson, gentleman salesman. 

She wore a blue sheath dress that betrayed every move- 
ment of her body. She was small and slender, willowy yet 
full in the right places, and Jim’s e clung to his palate. 

"lll be ready in a moment, Mr. Watson. Please be 
seated." 

She hurried to the back part of the big house. Jim sat 
and looked at an oil painting over the fireplace. The house 
was quiet. He wondered whether the maid was off duty 
o* in her room. He looked out across the patio at the 
garage. The remaining Lincoln was parked there. 

He went back to his chair. 

He waited about ten minutes and when she came out 
she had a mink cape flung over one arm. 

She stood poised. “I’m ready, Mr, Watson.” 

80 


= _————— OoOo m = 


En o JG E 7 


“One thing before we start.” His smile was wide. ' 

Jim, not Mr. Watson. And may I call you unda ed 

Her dark eyes searched his face. "Suits me, Mr. Wat— 
I mean, Jim." 

“Good.” | 

He took her by the arm and escorted her to the Victory. 
Highest-priced model, convertible, gray leather upholstery, 
polished walnut dashboard. “Would you like to drive, 
Cynthia?” 

“Why, yes, if you want me to.” 

“My job,” Jim said, “is to sell you a car.” 

She cast a sidelong glance at him. “Oh, yes, that is right, 
isn’t it?” He opened the door and she slid behind the 
wheel. 

The sports car glided away from the curb, reached the 
main drag, and moved in and out of traffic, a glistening 
beauty of shiny steel. Jim leaned back. He noticed quite 
a few young bucks stopping to stare at her. They had 
reason. 

She was a beautiful woman, wheeling a beautiful car. 
Slim, petite, chic, wealth in a foreign car, slipping through 
traffic, catching the lustful eyes of men, the envious eyes 
of dowdy females. 

She could drive, too, working the four-speed gearbox 
with ease, steering confidently and accurately. She took 
no chances, but once in the outer lane the Victory leaped 
under her trim foot, shooting ahead, then swinging in again. 
Jim saw a bright light in her dark eyes; her beautiful body 
was tense, eager. He gave himself over to finding a method 
to seduce her. 

A warning voice inside said, “Don’t move too fast, you 
stupid fool. This is high-toned stuff, not Rowena or eager 
old Mabel.” 

When they were on the edge of town she said, “You 
always pack along a bunch of textbooks in the back?” 

“Class tonight. Business English.” 

“Oh, I feel sorry now. Am I taking you away from the 
class?" 
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“I can always catch up. Isn't every evening I go driving 
with a beautiful woman." 

*Your wife is a lovely young woman." 

God, why had she said that? Just to tease him, no doubt. 
Well, he'd play along with her. 

*Yes, Janet is lovely." 

She glanced at him. *Are you happy with her?" 

Jim said, *Let's not talk about my wife, please." 

“Oh, I’m sorry, Jim.” 

They ate dinner at the Golden Pheasant, a swank joint 
on the edge of San Atalo, and Jim was conscious of en- 
vious male eyes on him. Then they went to the Caballero 
Room in Santa Cruz, where Manny Gilson and his band 
were, and danced. 

She was a wonderful dancer. She knew all the latest 
steps, even more of them than he did. Her face glowed, 
her dark eyes glistened, and on their way to the bar, Jim 
kept his arm around her slender waist, feeling her un- 
corseted body under his fingers. His heart wanted to 
jump out of his chest. 

“Tim.” 

“Ves,” 

“After all, you have me out merely to sell me a car. 
Somebody who knows you from San Gilberto might be 
here. I don’t want to cause any trouble between you and 
Janet.” 

Jim let his hand drop. “Excuse me, Cynthia.” 

“That’s better, Jim. For here, at least.” 

He liked that, “For here, at least.” It seemed to promise 
greater things, when they were alone. He hoped he was 
right. By now he knew he had it, and had it hard. He'd 
do anything for a woman like this. Rowena and Mabel— 
yes, and even Janet—faded deep into the background. He 
was young. Five years of his life had been wasted. Live ’er 
up, Jim Watson. 

She killed only two Screwdrivers. My figure, you know, 
she’d said lightly, flashing him that dark secretive smile. 
Jim decided to go light on the booze, but he had the bad 
habit of drinking too fast while she sipped. 
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He realized that he was getting drunk. He tapered off, 
_ Sipping his drink like she did; there was no place for 
drunkenness in his scheme. Booze made a guy over- 
anxious. 

“You know,” she breathed in his ear, “it’s almost mid- 
night, Jim.” | 
. They were dancing. Her lithe body fitted against his, 
driving desire into him, flooding his pores with fire. His 
“class” had been out for two hours, he realized somewhat 
guiltily. He’d be glad when he reached the point where he 
didn’t have to rely on fictitious classes. 

The way he felt now, Janet and the dealership could all 
go to the hot place. All he wanted was the woman in his 
arms. They’d go off somewhere, start all over—she had 
money and he’d get some. 

He thought, Get your big feet back on solid cement, 
Jim Watson. He said, "Guess we'd best hit the macadam, 
Cynthia." 

"I've had such a wonderful time." She didn't speak the 
words—she breathed them. 

They walked hand in hand to the Victory on the park- 
ing lot. Moonlight splattered on the blacktop in irregular 
golden patterns after sifting through the murmuring leaves 
of the live oak trees. 

“You care to drive, Cynthia?” 

Her dark eyes studied him. “Are you rather—drunk, 
Jim?” 

“No.” 

“Then you drive. I just want to sit back and enjoy the 
night.” : 

“With pleasure, Mrs. Adams.” 

“Oh, Jim!” 

The night air rushed against his face, driving heat from it. 
The car purred down the black ribbon with its white line, 
defying him to get more speed from its silken power. She 
touched his arm lightly. “You’re driving awfully fast, Jim.” 

He glanced down. The needle showed ninety. He let up 
on the accelerator. 

“Lots of speed in these things.” 
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“Yes I know there is. Probably too much. Let's get 
home all in one piece, though." 

*You're right, Cynthia." 

The cool air had sobered him much. He came to a park- 
ing spot in a grove of live oaks. Here he'd once taken 
Rowena. He turned into this, let the car glide to a stop 
under a live oak, and turned off the ignition. For a mo- 
ment the only sound was the slow California wind. 

“Jim, we shouldn’t park.” 

He put his arm around her and pulled her close. He 
felt the magnificence of her body, the pressure of her 
thigh against his, and he bent down to kiss her. She tried 
to evade his lips but finally he found them. Her lips were 
nice and warm, and when they broke she looked at him 
seriously. 

m Jim, no.” 

“Why not?” 

“You’re merely demonstrating a car, remember? To a 
woman customer.” | 

"There's no law against kissing my customer, is there?” 

He pulled her close again but she put both palms against 
his chest and pulled away. He sat back and looked at her. 

*What's wrong, Cynthia?" 

“A number of things.” Her voice was low. "I don't want 
to hurt you. I’m a widow—a new one—and you're a 
married man. You have a wonderful wife. I’ve met Janet a 
few times. I don’t want to come between you and her, Jim.” 

So that was the deal. Married. His belly turned sour. 
“Married people have fallen in love. They’ve got divorced 
and then married each other. You see it every day in the 
newspapers.” 

“I know you do. But please drive me home, Jim.” 

He looked at her. She had tears in her eyes. Moonlight 
glistened on them, fell and caressed the high planes of her 
dark face. 

Don’t travel too fast, kid, the inner voice said. Your 
booze is showing. 

“You're right, Cynthia. Best we both go home." He 
took her close again, kissed her, and this time her lips 

84 





= e —= a a 


clung to his, holding their secret. Ambition flared again 
but self-wil! reluctantly pushed it aside. 

He backed the Victory around. 

Her voice was low. “After all, Jim, we’ve just met, you 
know. We always want the other’s respect.” 

“You talk like this might be a life-long deal.” 

She laughed gaily. “Who knows? It might, you know? 
Now let’s not talk any more about us.” 

j She snuggled close to him, her thigh against his, her 
head against his shoulder. Despite the breeze he again 
caught her nice perfume. It fitted her dark personality. 
Everything she did, said, or wore seemed to fit her, bring 

. out her beauty. She had class and she knew how to dress 
and act. 

He parked in front of 1860 Meadowbrook Road. She 
slipped out of the car, leaned over and kissed him lightly 
on the mouth, then moved back out of reach. He felt like 
a kid whose mother had moved the cookie-jar two feet 
higher. 

"Thanks for the nice evening, Jim. It has been wonder- 
ful. It will go down in beauty in my book of memories." 

“When will we—” 

But she was already gone, moving through the shadows 
cast by the high Chinese elms, and he saw the door open 
and close. He sat there for a moment. A light went on in a 
far room toward the swimming pool. The block was quiet. 

He showered in the back room so as not to awaken 
Janet. Then he gargled and went to bed. Moonlight came 
through the windows and showed the sleeping face of his 
wife. 

He lay on his side and studied Janet's face. 

A good face, a rather pretty face, a dependable face. 
The type of face that children would love, that would grow 
old with nice dignity, that would be faithful and honest. 

He felt sick. 

) Then he remembered Cynthia's dark sleek beauty. How | 

= her body had fitted into his, hips glowing with promise. 
She had not opened the door to its full width. 

Neither had she closed it. 
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Next pay he came home for lunch. Usually he ate at the 
Greek’s. Janet looked clean and lovely in a form-fitting 
housedress that set off her glistening hair. 

She had a nice salad and a small steak. Both were just 
right. She toyed with her cup of black coffee. She never ate 
lunch—her figure. 

“The oddest thing happened this morning, Jim.” 

Jim didn’t look up. “What?” 

“The phone rang. I picked up the receiver. A woman 
was on the other end. She asked if I were Mrs. Watson. I 
said yes, of course, and—" 

“What happened?” Did his voice sound hoarse to her? 
It did to him. 

“Why, she said nothing, then just hung up. Never even 
said goodbye.” 

Ten tons left Jim’s shoulder. He dared not speak for 
some moments. He laid down his fork to hide his trembling 
hands. 

“Prob’ly some nut, Janet. I get calls as crazy at the 
office. The world is full of nuts. Think nothing of it.” 

“But she asked for Mrs. Jim Watson. That is what got 
me. Apparently she wanted to tell me something, then 
changed her mind.” 

Jim got to his feet. “I repeat: the world is full of nuts.” 
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"You haven't finished your steak. Nor your salad." 

"I'm full." He glanced at his watch. *Have to get back 
to the office. Busy little boy, James Watson." He tried to 
make it a joke. It was as flat as a hotcake. 

He kissed her. Her lips glued to his; she writhed. He 
felt her full breasts under the tight house-dress, and he 
realized he'd been neglecting her lately, and he shouldn't 
do that. Keep them satisfied at home, and you'll have less 
trouble abroad. 

"You give me ideas," he murmured. 

Her embrace became stronger. Her body pushed against 


his. Her lips were hot. Her tongue was darting. 


“Do you still—have ideas?” 

“Ves. 7I 

“Then why not carry them through?” 
He did. 

Afterward she lay in the darkened bedroom and covered 
her head with her hands. She shivered, though the day was 
warm. Her shoulders moved under slow sobs. 

He slipped his tie on. “What’s the matter, honey?” 

“Oh, I don’t know, Jim. But—but—I just feel so lone- 
some. I feel like you did that just to, well, accommodate 
me." 

“Don’t talk so silly!” 

She raised teary eyes. “Do you mean that?” 

“Why, certainly I do. You’re my wife. I married you, 
didn’t I? Then why talk so silly?” 

She sat up, heavy breasts pointing upward. “I guess I'm 
just a silly woman, with a woman's fears and failings." 
She swung her bare legs over the edge of the bed. He 
kissed her on the mouth. "That's better," he said con- 
solingly. 

He drove first to the Pescadero. He took two double 
shots, throwing them down, then walked through the din- 
ing-room, but Rowena was not on shift. He looked over 
the batwing doors into the kitchen. She was not there, 
either. 

He drove to her apartment. 

The building was quiet. Nobody was in the hall. He 
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glanced at himself in the tall hall mirror as he started to 
climb the stairs. His face, despite rts suntan, was pale. His 
jaw was square. His lips were a thin line. 

He punched the bell savagely. He heard it ring, a 
musical sound. He waited, hands clenched, 

He heard nobody stirring. 

He punched it again, then again. Through his anger 
came the remembrance that he still had a key to this apart- 
ment. He got it out of the secret pocket of his wallet. 

The moment he entered the dark room he had a feeling 
that it was empty. Relief soared through him. Maybe she 
had left town. Then who had made that phone call? But she 
could have made it long distance. Started to tell, to squeal, 
and then had backed out at the last moment. He strode 
into the bedroom. 

The bed was unmade. He jerked back the clothes-closet 
door. Her clothes hung there and mocked him in silence. 
Clothes his money had bought. 

Her things were on the dresser. He felt of the bed, It was 
still warm. It had not been vacated long. | 
A man's tie lay on the floor beside the bed. A man's 

gray hat was hooked over the reading lamp. 

He went outside. He met the landlord in the hall. “I came 
to see Miss Rowena Smith,” he said. “I have some work 
for her this afternoon, but I guess she isn’t home.” 

“Try the bell?” 

Ves” 

Behind the fat landlord the door opened and the land- 
lord’s wife poked out her head. “Miss Smith just left. Oh, 
about ten minutes ago. She and a gentleman.” 

With a gentleman, huh? “Thank you.” 

“Who shall I say called?” the landlady asked. 

Nosy old bitch! “It makes no difference,’ Jim said, 
“I run a cafe across town. One of my waitresses suddenly 
took sick. I thought Miss Smith might work for me this 
afternoon.” 

He sat for a moment in his car and added things to- 
gether. The bed, warm. A necktie, a hat. Clothes still in her 
closet. She wasn’t leaving town. She had another bed 
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partner. This latter did not surprise him. He had suspected 


this the last two weeks. He'd called a number of times 


and she'd said she was just going out, had to go to work— 
or some such excuse. 

Well, let some other sucker pay her bills. 

He drove to his office. 

Mabel said, *A call for you, boss, about ten minutes 
ago. Female. Nice voice. Bedroom voice." 

"Leave her number?" 

“No.” 

“Well, come on, what’d she say?” 

“Look, you don’t have to snap my damned head off!” 

Jim sat down. “Okay, okay.” 

Mabel returned to her work. Her pencil shook in her 
hand. “She said she’d call back later.” 

"Wasn't Janet?" 

"No. I know her voice." 

Jim's hands clenched and unclenched. Some more of 
Rowena's dirty work. "Where's Mack?" 

"In the back shop. Getting the boys to give a new car 
final checkup. Sold one this morning. Here's the contract." 

Jim glanced at the contract. Four hundred and twenty- 
seven bucks in cash. Eleven hundred and thirty-three bucks, 
trade-in for a '56 Ford. All right. The shop could put in 
about a hundred and they'd peddle it for around thirteen 


"Mack check with the credit company?" 

"Yes. Green light." 

Jim tossed the contract into the basket. “Good for 
Mack.” Cars were moving. With Rowena gone he could 


save some money. He looked around, saw nobody watch- | 


ing, and he kissed Mabel on the back of the neck. 

She didn't look up. "You're not buying your way back 
that easily, Jim." 

"You getting mercenary on me?" 

"I don't want a bit of your damned money. And another 
thing, maybe I don't want you." 

Jim felt his heart jump. He couldn't let this go too far. 
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She was the old reliable—when he didn’t want to get 
Janet, he could always get her. 

He made his voice low. “Sorry, Mabel. Just seems as 
though everything has gone wrong today.” 

“Not my fault.” 

Jim changed the subject. “How do we stand for new 
cars?” 

She dug out a paper from her desk. She handed it to 
him. He studied it, said, “We should order another van 
load, at least. Get here when the next shipment comes in 
by freighter into "Frisco. You'd better repeat the last order 
and get it into the mail today." 

*Just about scrape the bottom of our bank account." 

*Pay day won't be here for another week." 

He leaned back in his chair and lit a cigarette. Busi- 
ness was good—very good. Along with Rowena there'd 
been that big party he'd thrown over in Santa Cruz for the 
bigshots of Victory. Rented the La Madre Ball Room 
at the El Cortez for the night, along with an orchestra. 
That had set him back three thousand and some-odd 
bucks. Those things would have to go; at least, they'd 
have to be toned down. | 

And he'd have to cut down on his booze bill. He'd set up 
the rounds in too many bars and got nothing—not even a 
drink—in return. If he could get Cynthia into line, he'd 
have all he wanted. She was a widow. Widows wanted 
fun in life. She was a wealthy widow, too. 

She'd ask no money from him. 

But he was putting the cart before the horse. He hadn't 
got her into a compromising position yet, and might not be 
able to. Well, he'd dedicate himself to that goal, he thought 
wryly. 

His thoughts swung to Janet. 

Did his wife know he indulged in extra-curricular activ- 
ities? Had she ever checked the university to see if he 
were enrolled in any classes? His heart had a cold band 
around it. 

Many times he was sure she suspected him, Sometimes 
he would catch her glancing at him, and, when their 
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glances met, she would look away. San Gilberto was, after 
all, not a big town. One of the Rotary members had 
summed it up correctly one day at lunch: a married man 
should do all his philandering out of his home town—that 
is, if he wanted to keep his wife. He wondered whether he 
wanted to keep Janet. 

One thing stood out, clear and shining. He wanted a 
whack of Janet’s money, the money left her by Old Man 
Hooker. Let him get that, and then Janet could peel off, if 
she wanted. 

There were lots of females in this world, some much 
prettier than Janet. He let that thought rest here. 

The phone rang. 

Mabel answered. She gave him the signal. He picked up 
the phone. If this was Rowena— | 

But the voice was not Rowena's. Deep, husky, a bed- 
room voice, and he identified its owner immediately. 

*Hello, Mrs. Adams." 


“So you really do know my voice. I called you a while / 


ago, you know, but you were out, your secretary sai 

“Yes, I was out demonstrating. They don’t sell with- 
out a salesman pushing, you know.” 

She laughed nicely. *Hope you aren't as nice to all 
your potential women customers as you are to me. I do 
believe T'd get a little jealous, Jim." 

"I'm not. You're special. I can assure you that.” 

“Thank you. You know, you never have appraised my 
Lincoln. How much will you allow on a trade-in?” 

"T'd have to look the car over carefully. I can’t offer a 
figure on the phone.” 

“When will you be free to come out?” 

Jim’s brain clicked with precision. No use being too 
much of an eager beaver. Play along a while, make her a 
little anxious. He smiled at this thought. Perhaps she 
wouldn't become anxious. He'd see. 

“PII check with my secretary.” 

He held his hand over the mouthpiece. He looked at 
Mabel and grinned and winked but Mabel had the Great 
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Stone Face. After a few moments he said, "I'll be busy 
until four thirty." 

“That'll be all right.” 

“See you then.” 

“Bring your swim trunks. We'll take a plunge together. 
I'll be at the pool." 

“All right.” 

He glanced at the office clock. Two thirty-four, to be 
exact. No use moping around here. Mack could take care 
of the floor. Of course when Mack made a sale he made 
a nice commission. If Jim stuck around and made a sale, 
the commission would be his. 

Hell, Mack had to make a living, too. 

He went to the Pescadero Room. There were about a 
dozen people at the bar, none of whom he knew. He said 
to Walt, “Double Screwdriver for me.” 

Walt leaned over the bar. “Rowena quit here.” 

“When?” 

“Yesterday, I think.” 

Jim lifted his Screwdriver. “Makes no difference to me.” 
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Chapter Eleven 


CYNTHIA POISED on the diving board. She wore a Bikini 
that left nothing to imagination. She stood against the 
dying sun, golden and brown, thighs glistening with water. 

“Hello, Jim.” | 

Jim found his voice. *Hello, Cynthia." 
` "Im a poor diver," she called. “Mostly belly-flops.” | 

She knifed into the air, hung suspended in a jack- 
knife, then split the water smoothly. 

“Hello, Mr. Watson.” 

Jim became aware of another woman at the pool. Sue | 
Holcomb, who had driven to San Jose with Cynthia the / 
first day the black-haired widow had tried out a Victory, | 
sat on the tiled edge of the pool, bony feet dangling in the | 
water. | 

Sue Holcomb's long, bony figure was also encased in a | 
Bikini, but not even a Bikini could save Sue. She had a | 
potbelly, bony knees, long thighs, and her ears stood 
out like semaphores. 

*Hello, Miss Holcomb." 

“Mrs. Holcomb,” she corrected. | 

Jim found himself wondering if Mr. Holcomb was still | 
alive. If so, he didn't have much to live for—at home. He 
felt a little angry. He had expected to find Cynthia alone. 

But here was this monstrosity, sitting like a homely 
93 





Amazon, grotesque feet dangling in the water. He wished 
had not invited him. She should have known 
better than to invite him with Sue Holcomb around. 

Cynthia overhanded her way to the side of the pool. 
She lifted herself out of the water, and Jim looked down at 
her firm hard breasts that bulged the bra of the Bikini. 

Her dark eyes slanted a glance upward. "You bring 
your swim suit, Jim?" 

Jim had forgotten it in the car. Now, with Sue Holcomb 
here, he decided it would stay forgotten. 

“I forgot to pick it up.” 

Sue dived into the pool. Her swimming was as homely 
as her body. Cynthia tiptoed to the lawn-table. “I bought 
some vodka just for you. Drink?” 

Jim had had too much to drink already. He’d spent the 
rest of the afternoon in the Pescadero. After the booze 
had warmed him he’d bought four rounds of drinks for the 
house. Over twenty bucks, the last round. So much for his 
resolution. 

“Thanks.” 

He sat down, the table between them. Cynthia’s eyes 
searched his face. “Something wrong, Jim?” 

He smiled. “Not a thing.” 

“Is it because of Sue?” 

“She’s your friend.” 

“Sue almost had a nervous breakdown. Her husband 
died about nine months ago. They’d been married about 
ten years, and it hit her hard. She’s going with Luke 
Jones. You know Luke, I believe.” 

Jim nodded, feeling better. So that accounted for Luke 
Jones around here. 

“Sue has an apartment across town, but she stays with 
me a lot of the time.” 

Jim realized this house was so big, with so many rooms, 
that a person could be in the living room and, unless an- 
other house-occupant made a noise, you’d never think 
anybody else was in the shack. 

Uneasiness pulled at him. This wasn’t working out the 
way he’d expected. Cynthia was nett at Sue in the pool. 





He had a profile of her—firm little chin, the sweep of her 
dark cheek, the shiny black hair peeping from under the 
blue swim-cap. Her shoulders were creamy and firm. He 
got to his feet and said, “Well, I came to look at your car, 
so if you'll excuse me . . ." 

*Over there in the garage." 

He already knew what he could pay for the Lincoln 
through his Blue Book. She'd have very little left to pay 
even if she took the highest-priced Victory. A prestige 
job like this had fast resale. Working stiffs were dying to 
get into them, even second-hand ones. All he had to do 
was pick the phone up, make a call, and somebody would 
hurry down and take this off his hands, and pronto. 

He made a pretense of studying the car. Speedometer 
at 53,000 but he'd have that set back, even though the 
state law prohibited it. The keys were in the ignition, and 
he started the engine. It purred into deep throaty life at the 

- first turn of the starter. Engine like new. Tune-up job, no 
' more. He glanced at the back-seat upholstery. Leather, 
glistening—no cigarette burns. 

He returned to the table. “I'd have to check my Blue 
Book,” he lied, “but you wouldn’t have to give me much | 
cash besides, Cynthia." 

"That's good. I am in love with your Victory. But one 
dealer wants me to try out a Thunderbird." 

"I'm not knocking Thunderbird, but I thought you were 
interested in a sports car. The T-btrd’s nearly as big and 
heavy as your Lincoln, you know.” They taught you that 
at salesman-school. Never knock a competitor’s product. 
Why, he didn’t know—or care. He did knock other cars, | 
when he thought it would help. But in this case he deemed 
it wise to be prudent. 

"When can you let me know?" | 

"Tomorrow. I'll call about two. That okay?" 

"Unless something unexpected comes up I'll be home. 
I'm sorry you're not taking a dip, Jim." 

"Got another call to make." 

Just then Luke Jones breezed in. He wore a gray tweed 
suit, his shoes held a high polish, and he had on a Texas 
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string tie, the latest fad. He was as big as outdoors and 
just as breezy. You could take Luke out of insurance, but 
you'd never take insurance out of Luke. 

Cynthia got to her feet. “Why, Luke, how good to 
see you! We never thought you would get here!” 

She gave him both her hands. Jim felt jealousy spear 
through him. Her face seemed lighted too much, But then 
he realized she simply had an exuberant way of greeting 
people. 

Luke grunted, “Hello, Jim.” 

“Hello, Luke.” 

“Sue,” Cynthia called, “here’s Luke.” 

Sue Holcomb said, “Pll swim right over, darling." 

Darling, huh? Well, Sue called most everybody darling, 
he’d noticed. Jim got to his feet. “Well, this hard-working 
man has to be trotting on. We're not all in insurance, 
you know.” 

“Thanks for the dig,” Luke breezed, pouring himself a 
drink. “For that I'll buy a Victory from you some day, 
Jim." 

"We need business," Jim said and left. 

He drove slowly away from the curb. He didn't want to 
go home nor did he want to return to his office. He'd call 
Janet, tell her he would be home late—customer, you 
know—and head out for a little more booze. He thought 
of going over to Mabel’s apartment. 

He promptly shelved that. 

Mabel was nursing a grouch. Once they hit the sack 
with a man they figured they owned him body and soul— 
and pocketbook. Let her stew in her own juice for a few 
days. She’d come around or get somebody else, both of 
which were okay with him. 

He thought of Rowena. 

He should go up and have it out with her. But he real- 
ized he was far from sober, so he shelved that plan, too. 
She was working on somebody else, too, if the landlord 
was correct. She might take the heat off him. He'd see her 
later. 

He drove to his salesroom. Mabel had gone. Mack was 
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cleaning up a few odds and ends. They talked for a few 
moments about nothing and Jim said, "You close up, 
Mack." 

“Okay.” 

He dropped in at a phone booth and called Janet. “I 
have to see a fellow out at Shadro about a sale, Janet, so 
don't hold supper for me. I'll grab something out there.” 

“We seldom have a meal together.” 

Her voice sounded almost pathetic. For a moment he 
almost weakened. Then he thought of a dull evening 
watching stupid TV horse-operas. Anything rather than 

*PIl be home as soon as I can." 

Shadro was a little burg about twenty miles east of 
San Gilberto in the mountains. Purely residential. He re- 
membered a saloon there, on the outskirts of town. Nice 
little place few people knew about, except those who 
wanted privacy. 

He turned the nose of the Victory in that direction. 
Well, he wasn't lying to Janet about his whereabouts, at 
least. 

After leaving San Gilberto there was little traffic. The 
Victory hugged the mountain curves as though it loved 
them. He glanced down at the speedometer, then let up 
sliphtly on the accelerator—he always drove too fast 
when he had a few drinks. 

The joint was a combined bar-cafe set back in high 
pines. Behind it was a big motel and a swimming pool. 
Dinner trade was trekking into the dining room but the 
bar was not too full. He slid on to a stool and ordered 
a Screwdriver. 

“Double shot?” 

He shook his head. “Single.” 

He nursed the drink, watching people come and go. The 
fellow sitting on his left wanted to discuss politics. Jim 
didn’t. Then he wanted to discuss religion. No dice there, 
either. Finally the fellow gave up and walked into the din- 
ing room. 

Jim found himself admiring the waitresses. They were 
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all trim, all small, and all well-stacked. One was a tiny 
little redhead. She was built like a living doll and she came 
in and ordered drinks, putting her tray on the counter 
beside him. He looked at her left hand. No wedding ring. 

"Hello," he said. 

She looked at him but didn't see him. 

"When you get time, have a drink with me?" 

"I won't get time." She got her drinks, paid the bar- 
tender, got the slip, and returned to the dining room, 
with Jim's eyes on her pretty back, their direct gaze 
centered on her thin waist and wide hips. 

"Stuffy character," he told the bartender. 

The obese bartender yawned, showing gold teeth. 
"Don't give up too soon." 

The ride up the mountain through the cool air had 
removed some of the heat from his cheeks. Now he felt 
that glow coming back. He wondered whether he should 
eat. It seemed ironical. Why spoil a sixty-buck glow with 
a two-buck meal? 

He went to the john and counted his money. He had 
a couple of tens and a five and a bit of change. He had 
started out with around a hundred and ten bucks, if 
he'd remembered right. 

No more setting up for the house. No matter how 
much of a load he got on. 

He decided on the meal. 

He got a booth in the redhead's section. She put dewn 
the menu and the glass of water and studied him coldly. 
Then she hurried away. When she was out of M ki 
looked at the menu. 

She came back. He ordered steak. When she put the 
hardware down he put his hand over hers. She left her 
hand there. It felt nice—soft, warm, clean. 

"When do you get off shift?" 

She hesitated. “Nine,” she said. 

“TIL be in the bar.” 

“I might not be.” She hurried away. 

She served his food. Neither spoke again. The meal 
was excellent—thick steak, crisp fluffy French-fries. It 
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didn't kill his glow completely. It just settled it down and 
made it more determined. 

He left her a three-buck tip. 

Suddenly he knew why she attracted him. Outside of 
being a female of the species, she was built along the lines 
of Cynthia Adams. Thin waist, flaring hips, not too broad, 
a good front. Only this one had glistening red hair, not 
black shiny hair. And her face was fuller than Cynthia' 8. 
But why think of faces? 

He was tired of this joint. He drove over to a saloon 
in Shadro proper. He cased the joint. No females of any 
quality there. He made three other dives. In each one, 
pick-ups launched themselves at him. One was not too 
bad, but she was too big and bony—reminded him some- 
what of gangling Sue Holcomb. At eight-thirty he headed 
back for the first hangout. 

The little redhead came in with her tray for drinks. 
“Oh, hello,” she said. “You back again?” 

“In the flesh.” 

She hurried away. He thought, “No dice here,” and was 
almost ready to leave, only a vain hope holding him, when 
she came back with a tray of empty glasses. She did not 
look at him. 

“I can’t meet you here. Help can’t drink here.” 

“Outside. On the lot.” 

“What make of car?” 

“Victory. I'll be out there." 

. She nodded shortly and left. 

Soon the dining-room lights went out. He paid for his 
drink and went out into the moonlight heading for his 
Victory. He wished now he'd brought the Rambler. He 
was sitting in the car when she came scurrying out. "Let's 
get out of here!" 

He backed up, fed it gas, and slid onto the road. The 
wind plucked at her red hair. “This is a nice car.” 

“Glad you like it. Where to?” 

“A beer would taste good now. We had a rough day. 
‘Do you know where the Red Rooster is?" 

/ “No.” 
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“From out of town?" 

“Santa Cruz.” 

“Married?” 

“Not now. Divorced.” 

She looked at him. “Any kids?” 

He shook his head. 

“I have a little girl" she said. "She's five, in kinder- 
garten. She's the sweetest little thing you ever saw." 

“T’ll bet she is. She's got a beautiful mother. I take it 
you're married. I wish l'd known that. I wouldn't have 
opened my big yap. You don’ t wear a ring.” 

"Oh, I'm divorced, too." 

He grinned. “Got a jealous ex-husband?” 

She shook her red hair. *No, he's in South America. 
Oil company." 

Jim felt better. 

The Red Rooster was another dive half-covered by pine 
trees. It was so dark inside you needed a Seeing-Eye dog 
with a flashlight. He took her hand and somehow steered 
her to a booth. He felt her soft thigh press against his and 
he didn't release her hand. 

"You'd best get double of whatever you order," he 
said. “I’m ahead of you, uh—” 

“Mary.” 

"Tm Mack." 

"I don't drink much." 

She put away a double shot very easily though, he 
noticed. He sipped his Screwdriver. She put away another 
double shot. By that time he had his hand on her thigh. 
She did not push it away. They danced. She tried to be- 
come part of him. His heart hammered like a cheap alarm 
clock. She might be old stuff to somebody, but she'd be 
new to him. 

"Let's go to some other place," he offered. 

"Just as you say." 

On his way to the Red Rooster his eyes had missed 
nothing along the road. About a mile away he'd seen a 
parking place back in the shady live-oaks. They walked to 
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his car with his arm around her waist. She wore no girdle, 
he noticed. 

The girl leaned her head against him. He turned into 
the Lovers' Lane, crept the Victory close to a live-oak tree, 
shadows covering them. He turned to her and she was 
in his arms. 

Her lips were burning. Her tongue darted against his, 
and they kissed for a long time, her body pressing fever- 
ishly against him. When they broke, her dress was around 
her thighs, glimmering white and soft. 

But there was no room in the Victory. 

"Let's get out," he breathed huskily. 

He leaned over, opened her door, and followed her 
out. She lay on the ground, looking up at him, and he 
sat beside her, then bent down and kissed her again, his 
knee going to work. 

"Just a minute, Mack," she breathed. 

“Oh?” 

. "Em not in this for nothing, you know. I’ve got a kid 
that needs shoes. And money is money." 

They'd gone too far. Now he wouldn't have backed out 
at any price. But he was a little surprised. 

"How much?" 

“Ten bucks.” 

He reached back with one hand, getting his wallet. He 
took out one of the tens and slipped it into her hand. She 
said, “Puff hard on your cigarette?” 

The cigarette glowed. 

It showed the denomination on the bill. This female was 
overlooking nothing. She put it in her brassiere. Then her 
arms went around him, her lips were locked to his, and her 
body made violent, jerking motions. 

Afterward they lay for a few minutes looking up at the 
stars through the live oak tree. Then she rolled on her 
side and moved against him, her lips finding his again. 

Jim shook his head. “No more dough.” 

“Then take me home.” She leaped to her feet. 

He took her back to the place where she worked. She 
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said goodnight and got in an old Ford and drove away. 
Jim sat in his Victory and grinned crookedly. 

First time he'd paid since he'd got sprung from the 
clink. Cold cash, Mack. Then he thought of Rowena. He'd 
been paying her—although indirectly. Maybe it was best 
this way. No ties. 

Meet you on the street—and not know you. No threats. 
No blackmail. No “I’ll tell your wife.” 

But his mouth had a bad taste. 

He stopped in at the Pescadero upon reaching San Gil- 
berto. The dive was jumping but Rowena was not around. 
He killed a fast slug of bourbon, drove across town to 
the new San Gilberto Memorial Hospital, parked on the 
big lot, and went inside. 

“Dr. Hunter here?” 

“Tl call him.” 

Hunter was the interne. Jim followed him back to his 
office. The hospital smelled of ether and disinfectant. 

“What’ll it be, Jim? Another trip down penicillin row?" 

“Yeah.” 

The interne filled the hypo from the vial This was all 
pure gravy for him. He socked the needle home. “How 
was she? Good going?” 

"Fair." 

The interne laid down the hypo. “Usual fee, Jim. A 
five." 

Jim paid him. 

*Don't rape the old lady for at least two days," the in- 
terne said. "Sometimes this stuff doesn't do all the work, 
you know. If you get the slightest burn, come back." 

*For five bucks?" 

“Second shot two bucks.” 

At home he bathed and gargled. Usually he slept raw, 
but tonight he put on pajamas. Janet was already asleep. 
She felt him roll into bed. She turned over, raw, and put 
a leg over his, moving close to him. 

Then she said drowsily, “You've got pajamas on. 
Why?” 
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"Just put them on for the hell of it. None of that, please, 
baby. This old boy has had a rough day." 

"Too rough for this?" 

"Il take a rain check.” 

Janet’s leg fell to the bed. “All right, honey.” She was 
instantly asleep. 

Jim lay awake for an hour. He’d head out with a gob of 
dough. Now he had but a few bucks left. No wonder his 
company was in such bad shape. He’d have to cut down. 
He’d concentrate on Cyn. She had money. She wouldn’t 
want money. 

Sleep came slowly. 
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Chapter Twelve 


NEXT MORNING, while. shaving, he studied his face in the 
bathroom mirror. He wasn’t going on a trip but he had 
bags. His stomach was not too steady—too much of a 
combination last night. He took a snort of bicarbonate. 
That usually did the trick. 

As usual Janet had awakened with sunrise. He had heard 
her climb out of bed, dress and shut the venetian blinds. 
She had the usual breakfast—well-cooked bacon, poached 
eggs, toast and coffee. 

“I’ve already eaten,” she said. 

“Why didn’t you wait for me?” 

“I got hungry. I’ve been up for three hours, man, work- 
ing on my flowers. And don’t be such a grouch.” 

“Tm not grouchy.” 

“Lately you’re always grouchy. You're altogether differ- 
ent than—" She hesitated. 

*Go ahead. Say it. When we were first married." 

“You said it. Not I." 

Jim saw this would. lead to trouble. And trouble was 
the last thing he wanted on this morning. He had a slight 
hangover. Well, coffee would cure it. 

"Another woman called for you yesterday afternoon." 

He looked at her. “I don’t like your tone." His heart did 
a somersault. “This one give you her name?” 
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“Yes.” 

“Well, what was it?" His voice was hoarse. | 

“She said her name was Mrs. Chilson. I asked if she'd 
called the shop. She said she had and you weren't there." 

Chilson. Jim felt a thousand years younger. | 

"You know her?" Janet asked. 

Jim shook his head. “Probably somebody who got one 
of our cards. They were mailed out in my name and 
Mack’s.” 

“She said she’d called the office.” 

“That’s an odd one. I was in all afternoon and I left 
right after calling you.” 

“Did you sell a car last night?” 

Jim got to his feet. “I think so. Old duffer who wants too 
much for his old car. Unless he comes down on his price 
I can’t deal with him. I’m working on close enough per- 
centage as it is.” 

“You must have had quite a session with him to come 
in that late.” 

“Stopped in at the Elks Club. Mark Dutton wants me to 
join. I might do it, too. Quite a bunch.” 

“Being a Mason could help you more. The Masons 
have more power than the Elks.” 

Sure, Masons were better than Elks! Why? Because Old 
Man Hooker—bald-headed old papa—had been a Mason. 
Jim bit back a hot reply. He had to watch his temper. 
She had some money. He wanted it. 

Suddenly he remembered the little redhead. For some 
reason he felt a litle ashamed of himself. He pushed this 
to one side. Such a thought was not good. He’d sat behind 


bars for years and dreamed of a shack-up job with some-- 


thing as curvaceous as the redhead. He'd read a lot— 
everything in the prison library, even the Westerns—and 
he’d cleaned his “apartment,” moving the broom to the 
other corner once a week. And he’d dreamed of redheads, 
brunettes, and blondes, all leaping about in their birthday 
clothes. 

"Lll look up Mrs. Chilson,” he promised. “I'll check 
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returned cards and if she isn't there I'll go through the 
phone book." 

*Will you be home for lunch?" 

“I might be.” 

“I want to know to have things ready.” 

“PII be home at twelve.” 

“Sharp?” 

He looked at her. “Why sharp?” 

*So the food won't get cold." 

“Okay.” 

Housewife, all the time. Good housekeeper, nice woman, 
no big spats, no thrown crockery. The kind that should 
have baby after baby and go to the Club and give blow- 
by-blow accounts of each birth, each labor pain. 

Hell, he hardly knew her, he realized. 

He checked cards at the office. No Mrs. Chilson. He 
went through the phone book. Not a Chilson listed. He 
queried Mabel and Mack. Neither had heard of a Mrs. 
Chilson. 

He leaned back and thought. 

At ten he drove to Rowena’s apartment. He went past 
the landlord’s closed door, climbed the carpeted stairway 
to the second floor, and rang the buzzer at her apartment 
door. 

No answer. 

He waited a few moments, rang again. Anger was in 
him, helped along by the double shot at the Pescadero, 
where he’d checked on Rowena, and found her not there. 

The buzzer made its ghastly sound. Still no answer. He 
remembered he had a key to the apartment. The thought 
came that she might have moved—flown the coop. And he 
might walk in on new tenants. Well, he had his excuse. 
Checking on a friend. Friend moody, talked about suicide. 
Hadn't seen or heard of or from the friend for a few days. 
Sorry for disturbing you, folks. 

His key scraped the lock trying to find the slot.-It made 
a high scratch. At that moment the door opened. Rowena 
peered out, blonde hair in curlers. “What d’you want?” 

Jim had a foot in the door. “Let me in, Mrs. Chilson.” 
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The name “Chilson” hit her. Her face paled. Then she 
pulled up her guard. "Mrs. Chilson! Where did you get 
that name for me?" 

Jim pushed into the room. “Where did you get it?" 
he countered. “It isn’t in the phone book. And your imag- 2 
ination is so rotten you couldn't think of such a name 
yourself, so you must've pulled it out of the newspaper." 

She wore a silk housecoat, one he'd bought her. It 
concealed nothing. He saw the proud arch of her high 
breasts, the nipples dark and protruding, the flatness of 
her stomach, the curve of her hips. 

“Jim, I don’ t understand.” 

He stared at her for a long moment, lips twisted. 

She looked genuinely surprised. She was a good actress, 
though—he’d learned that soon after their first meeting. 

“Oh, yes, you do, First you called and left no name. | 
Then yesterday you called and said you were Mrs. Chil- | 
son. You want my wife to get suspicious. l've given you / 
a chance to keep quiet or get out of town. I’m not giving | 
you another!" 

Her face went wild with rage. She swung at him. He 
ducked and pushed her backwards, both hands braced 
against her full breasts. She reeled back into the living 
room. | 

“Why, damn you!” | 

She steadied herself on the davenport, then came flying 
at him again, this time swinging the table lamp which 
she'd ripped out by the roots. Jim moved in close. The | 
lamp beat against his back, spilling its shade. He slapped | 
her hard across the face. | 

"What the hell is going on here?" | 

It was a stranger. A big bruiser as tall as Jim, but much 
heavier. He wore his natal clothes. His belly protruded, 
his chest was hairy, and his face was bloated with booze, 
with red lines like those on a road map. 

He'd come out of her bedroom. 

No wonder she had not come to the door until he'd 
tried his key. 

“Who the hell are you?” Jim’s voice was rasping. 
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"What's it to you, bucko?” The man swung a wild 
right. Jim took half on his shoulder, the other half glanc- 
ing off his head. The blow dazed him a little. ; 

The gent was soaked from rum-swilling, but he was big 
and powerful. Jim used a trick he’d learned in the pen 
boxing class. He moved in close, and buried a hard left 
in the soft, pendulant gut. 

That doubled the scissorbill. He went—whoosh, Pain 
ripped across the road map, tearing out the side roads. 
He bent over. Jim judo-chopped him across the back of 
his red neck. 

He dropped him on his gut. 

Now a wildcat was on his back, ripping and tearing. 
He swung around, but she clung to him, arms around 
his neck. He dumped her over his head. She hit the floor 
with a bang. 

“Oh, my back!” 

“Don’t bother me again, or Pll kill you!” 

“Jim, I didn’t call. I swear to God I didn’t. Somebody 
else did, Jim. On a stack of bibles.” 

Below him on the first floor the landlord was bellowing, 
“What t’hell’s going on up there!" Jim heard other voices. 
He had to act fast. Heavy groaned on the floor, holding 
his belly. Rowena held her back, cursing him shrilly, a 
typical shrew. 

Curses spewed from her lips. Her housecoat was up 
around her waist, showing her thighs. 

Jim heard voices in the hall. 

The front way was out. He could see it in the headlines. 
Riot In Apartment House. Local business man, Jim 
Watson, caught in vice raid. And Janet would be bound 
to read it. 

He ran to the window. He judged it about twelve feet 
to the ground. He swung out the window, glancing mo- 
mentarily at the wreckage. Heavy was struggling to his 
feet, both hands on his gut, gasping for air. 

Rowena was struggling upward, too. 

Then he was falling. He bent his knees to absorb the 
shock, landing crouched. Luckily there had not been a 
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shrub directly under the window. As it was, he landed 
between two long-thorned pyracanthas. 

A high fence was behind him. Here was a walk that ran 
to the front of the apartment house. Making haste slowly 
to escape suspicion, he walked nonchalantly to his car. 
Some neighbor kids were standing gawking into the apart- 


ment house. He got into his car, stepped on the starter, 


and the kids turned, gawking at him. But they said 
nothing, evidently thinking he had just come down the 
street, got into his car, and had nothing to do with this. 

He was thankful that he had had the foresight not to 
drive a Victory. He'd taken a Thunderbird off the lot. 
He stepped on the accelerator, moved around the first 
corner, and breathed deeper. 

Doubt came roaring in. 

Had he done right? Maybe she hadn't been the one 
who'd called Janet. But common sense told him she had 
to be. 

Now what would she do? 

Call Janet again? Tell her all? His blood turned to 
cubes of ice. What would the landlord do? Call the 
gendarmes and have both her and her boy friend heaved 
into the calaboose? 

Would she report him being in on the fracas? 

‘He stopped under an elm and regarded his face in the 
rear-view mirror. He had a little scratch on the right 
cheek. Well, that could be explained— “I bent down, 
scratched myself on the wing mirror of a car, Janet.” 

He straightened his tie. 

Five minutes later he was in a phone booth. Rowena’s 
landlord puffed into the phone. “Who’s this speaking?” 

“A friend of Miss Smith’s. From out of town, her old 
home town, Why ask my name?” 

“Miss Smith is just leaving. In fact, she’s packing 
now—she isn’t turning my apartment house into a red- 
light district.” 

“Oh, I see. Some trouble?” 

“She and her boy friend got fighting. I told them both 
to pull out. If you got any brains, stay away from my 
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apartment house and from her." And the receiver came 
down. Smart and final. 

He drove back to the corner below the apartment house 
and parked facing the main road a car would have to take 
to reach the highway that led out of San Gilberto. 

He smoked five cigarettes. Then a car whizzed by 
heading for the highway. Heavy drove. Suitcases were 
piled in the back. Rowena was fussing with her hair. 

He swung in behind. 

The car took the highway, turned east, and sped away 
from San Gilberto. He followed about five miles and 
then returned. According to what he'd seen, Rowena was 
leaving town for good. 

But there still was such a thing as long-distance 
telephones. 

Quickly his mind reviewed the past. He'd threatened 
her with Chief of Police Magnuson. Now, in view of the 
riot, she'd be worse off with the law. If she called, one 
word to the Chief would be enough. 

Doubts still assailed him. 

He dropped into the Adobe House. He took two quick 
Boilermakers. They hit his belly like exploding atomics. 
He swept his gaze up and down the bar. 

That tall brunette didn't look bad. But he didn't like 
tall women. He liked them about five feet, with curves 
you couldn't slice on a golf course. 

His eyes fell on a little blonde. 

She had baby-blue eyes. She was about five-one, well 
stacked, and her low-cut dress showed a deep V. She 
smiled at him, eyes beckoning a welcome. 

He moved down, drink in hand, and sat beside her. 
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Chapter Thirteen 


Two pays later at lunch Janet said, “Another lady called 
this morning. There was one yesterday, too. In the after- 
noon." 

Jim studied her. “They leave their names?" 

“The first one was Miss Snodgrass, The second was 
Mrs. Wadlow. But an odd thing, Jim.” 

His heart was cold. “Yes?” 

“Both voices sounded the same.” 

Jim said, “This I don’t understand. I checked on that 
Mrs. Chilson. We had no return card. No Chilson is in 
the phone book. Were they long-distance calls?” 

“I couldn’t tell. You can’t tell nowadays, you know, 
with these dial phones for long distance.” 

“Damn it, I’m getting mad!” 

His wife’s fingers trembled on her fork. “Jim, I don’t 
like this—not one bit. You’re away from home so 
much—” 

He feigned anger. “Now don’t start that old saw. Don’t 
start fish-mongering. I thought you were above that.” 

"I hope I am, but—" 

"Janet, I'm working night and day, otherwise I'll have 
to fold up my business. Today is payday. My expenses 
have been so damned high." That was no lie. The little 
blonde had cost him almost a hundred in two days. She 

111 


l 
- ENS *T] 











lived out of town. She was visiting friends. He was Mike 
Henderson and he, too, was from out of town—looking 
for a possible business site, had some money to invest 
but not in San Gilberto. Town too dead. 

The blonde had left that morning. He’d kissed her 
goodbye and promised to see her soon in her home town, 
Bakersfield. 

“Oh, I know you have money troubles, Jim.” 

“I might have to ask you for twenty thousand. Or Ill 
go under. Twenty thousand will see me through. Get that 
monkey off my back put there by that twelve thousand 
inventory for spare parts. Could you raise that much?" 

She hesitated. "Yes." 

"It isn't good when a husband and wife have to argue 
about money, Janet. When one has money and the other 
hasn't. Marriage wasn't meant that way, not in my book." 

“And marriage wasn't meant that the husband should 
stay out half the night each night!" 

Her full lips trembled. Her heavy front rose and fell. 
Her hands were clenched. Jim had never before seen her 
so angry. He knew he'd have to move into the breach 
and do it fast. 

“Tet’s not fight over some goof making a phone call." 
He realized now he’d made a mistake by telling her there 
was no Chilson in the book. He should’ve said that a card 
had come in, that Mrs. Chilson was seriously contem- 
plating buying a Victory. 

But a man can’t think of everything. 

He saw an angle. 

“If I had enough money to carry out my business 
properly, I wouldn’t be up half the night talking to old 
duffers, trying to sell cars. I could put in my day and 
come home. The way it is, I have to work nights to keep 
my head above water.” 

“Is that really true?” 

“I swear it.” 

She broke. She came into his arms. “Oh, Jim, I love 
you so. I’ve heard that the first year of marriage is the 
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roughest. And I do so want to keep our marriage. With- 
out you, husband—" 

Down in his office, Jim checked return cards. None 
from anybody named either Snodgrass or Wadlow. There 
were two Snodgrasses in the phone directory. He called 
them both. Neither had called him. There was one 
Wadlow. "Victory cars! Foreign-made junk. I buy only 
American-made stuff. I’m patriotic. Go to hell!” 

That finished that. 

Was somebody playing a trick on him? A fellow 
service-club member? Or somebody just trying to get him 
in bad at home with Janet? 

This didn’t make sense. 

He thought of calling the phone company and putting 
a check on their house phone but discarded that as too 
risky. It might turn out to be Rowena, and then the fur 
would fly. 

He rang Rowena’s apartment house. The manager said 
he’d not seen her since she left. She was not at the 
Pescadero Room. 

“Mack, do you have a customer named either Snod- 
grass or Wadlow? Couple of hens?” 

- Mack shook his head dourly. “Why ask, Jim?” 

Jim told him about the calls. 

"Somebody playin' a joke," Mack said. 

The last few days had been slow, with Mack making 
only one sale. Jim checked the account balance. He'd 
have tp dig into his own personal account to meet the 
payroll. Or else sell a car quick to Cynthia Adams. If she 
paid the difference in cash—and right away—he could 
meet the payroll from company funds. 

The phone rang. Mabel made no effort to pick up the 
receiver. "Hello, Jim darling." | 

Husky, throaty voice, dripping sex. You could see the 
body behind the voice—shiny black hair, dark, high- 
cheekboned face, a full bodice and curvaceous hips. 

*Hello." 

A moment’s silence, then, “You don’t sound happy to 
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talk to me, Jim. Oh, I get it—dumb stupid me! Somebody 
can hear you in your office." 

“Ves,” 

“Can you come over and swim 

Jim glanced at the clock. His blood pressure was ham- 
mering out the top of his head. "When?" 

“Any time. I'll be home all afternoon.” 

“Thanks, [ll be over in ten minutes.” 

Mabel stopped him. “I’ve got a hundred-dollar dun to 
meet, boss. You sign the check.” 

He scrawled his name without looking at the check. 
She eyed him cuttingly. 

“Off on another ‘sale’?” 

“What the hell’s wrong with you?” 

She shrugged. “Nothing.” 

The Aqua Gray took the road like a greyhound. He 
realized he knew very little about Cynthia Adams, except 
that he wanted to get under the sheets with her. She was 
fire in his blood. She was a tomtom in his brain. He'd 
seen women such as she on the screen and TV. Fragile, 
beautiful, brainy. But he'd always considered them un- 
earthly, something beyond earthly reach. 

Now one had called him. She'd asked him to go swim- 
ming with her. There wasn't a knock in the Victory as 
he parked it in front of 1860 Meadowbrook Road. But 
there was a knock under his ribs. 

She met him at the door. She wore a red Bikini and 
he had trouble keeping his eyes on her face. 

“Jim, you look so tired. Maybe I shouldn’t have 
bothered you. Are things bad at home?” 

He thought, She’s got brains, all right. Just look at me 
and read my mind. This is the type of female a man 
should have. 

“Don’t read me so easily. It makes me embarrassed.” 

She had her dark eyes glued to his, watching every 
movement. She smiled and said, “I had to call you, Jim. 
I tried not to. But I had to. Oh, I shouldn’t have said 
that!” 

. He took both her hands. He looked down at her, throat 
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dry, tongue clinging to his palate. She looked up at him, 
eyes dark and mysterious. He pulled her in close, found 
her chin with his hand, and kissed her long and slowly, 
one arm pulling her close to him. 

Her bare back was burning fire to his touch. Her 
breasts pushed against him and her thighs were close to 
his as she arched herself for his kiss, her dark hair falling 
back, her dark face pressing against his. He glanced down 
at her eyes. 

Her eyes were closed. 

They stood like that for a long moment, suspended in 
space, each tasting of the other, heart hammering against 
heart, and then it was Jim who broke, and when he spoke 
his voice was a husky whisper, “I knew we’d end like this, 
Cyn. From the first moment I saw you—" 

All reticence was gone now. He was wild with desire. 
Desire beat through his arteries, demanding and urgent. 
He took her by the hand and she went with him. He 
looked down at her dark hair that didn't come to his 
shoulders. Below the hair was the massive swelling of 
her breasts, the rise and fall of her hips. 

“Jim, we shouldn't." 

She lay on the bed now. Jim didn't know whether it 
was her bedroom or somebody else's, and he didn't care. 
The dream of these days was soon to be realized. Or 
anyway, he hoped so. 

The bedroom was bigger than his living room. The 
furniture was massive, hand-carved. A thick carpet spread 
wall to wall. He noticed these things automatically— his 
eyes were on the woman lying beside him. 

"Jim, don't." 

"Why not? I want to. You want to." 

"But you're married." | 

He pulled her close to him. They lay facing each other, 
lips glued, bodies writhing. Jim found the string on her 
Bikini bra. Her breasts tumbled free, golden tan, nipples 
hard. 

His hand fell to her trunks. She wriggled her hips, 
murmuring against his lips, and he slid them down, free- 
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ing them. He glanced down at her glorious hips, the 
smooth creaminess of her thighs. 

"Jim, please." 

But all the time she was whimpering softly, body grind- 
ing against his, and then the inevitable happened, and 
Jim lay on his back looking at the ceiling, aware of her 
on his bare arm crying softly. 

He'd heard the boys tell about women like this. They 
had sat in their cells on their bunks and given blow-by- 
blow details, but he'd never thought it possible. 

Now he knew. 

"We shouldn't have done that, Jim lover.” 

He kissed her on a breast. “We would have sooner or 
later, Cyn. We had to. It was in the cards. The first time 
I saw you I thought, ‘She’s the one for me.’” 

She raised herself on her arms. Her heavy girlish breasts 
hung over him as he lay on his back. She lowered herself 
on him, kissing him warmly, her tongue making bold 
explorations. 

“Look, Cyn. You'll get me started again.” 

*Maybe I want you to." | 

Some minutes later they lay face to face, talking. The 
wonder of it was still in Jim. Common sense told him 
she'd married the doc for money. He'd been much older 
than she. Therefore it had to be money. His own sense 
told him she loved him. 

He'd do anything for her. 

She was the woman he wanted for mother of his chil- 
dren. That decision was an odd one, and it rather startled 
him to be thinking in such a family vein, even if the 
thought did not persist long. 

He lay silent on his back, staring at the ceiling. Out- 
side, a car honked in the dim everyday distance. He had 
been out of the world for a while. He wanted to stay out 
on cloud ten. 

Egotism swelled through him. He had set out to seduce 
her, and he'd succeeded, and that was all that counted. 

“The proverbial penny for your thoughts, Jim?” Her 
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voice came lovingly through a distance and cut into his 
thoughts. 

"Im just happy, Cyn." 

She snuggled even closer, breath warm on his cheek. 
“And so am I. I’ve searched for so long, Jim. The doc 
was a big mistake. But he had money, and I thought he'd 
be good to me." 

^Wasn't he?" 

"Let's not talk about that. Let's talk about us. No, let's 
not talk about us. There is one problem I don't want to 
talk about." 

Jim knew. Marriage. His marriage. 

Janet was a million miles away. She was on a different 
planet. Now she came jetting home, complete with space 
suit. 

suddenly Cynthia leaped out of bed. She walked to 
the dresser and sat down, fussing with her dark hair. 
Jim looked at her back. Straight, beautiful, rooted in 
flaring, comfortable hips. This would be nice. Sleep with 
this every night. Just like in the movies. 

"Let's get something to eat," she said. 

Jim started dressing. “Want to go somewhere?" 

She shook her head, eyes meeting his in the mirror. 
“Not out, Jim. Somebody might see us and report back.” 

"I'm still trying to sell you a car, remember?” 

Lame excuse. And he knew it the moment he’d ut- 
tered it. 

She shook her head. “Eat here with me. TIl fix some- 
thing up. My maid quit me, you know. And I’m not 
going through all the trouble to hire another. Zipper me, 
sweetheart.” / 

She had slipped into a yellow silk dress that set off 
her dark skin and glistening hair. No girdle needed for 
this girl. He ran the zipper up over the most beautiful 
back in the world. She pirouetted sharply, dress spinning 
up around her golden thighs, and she stood on tiptoe and 
kissed him warmly. They broke and she sighed, “Oh, 
I'm so happy. Thank God for Victory Motors, wherever 
it is | located. S 
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“Ttaly.” 

They went to the kitchen and dinette, hand in hand. 
She got a bottle of vodka out of the refrigerator while 
he pried out cubes. Then they clinked glasses and she 
said, “To us and the future, Jim. And a happy future I 
hope it is." 

They drank. 

They had lunch in the patio, beside the swimming pool. 
Heat shadows had changed to cool shadows. The live-oak 
trees sang little soft songs. The slight breeze dimpled the 
surface of the big swimming pool. 

They had tiny sandwiches. Jim didn't know what was 
in them, but they were delicious. He mixed more vodka 
highballs. 

She looked at the swimming pool. “Have you ever seen 
the Empress Carlotta’s swimming pool in Cuernavaca?” 

Jim had read about Carlotta and Maximilian. He’d sat 
in his cell and chuckled when H. G. Wells in his history 
had referred to Maximilian as 2. "public nuisance" in 
Mexico. He knew that Carina tees! was a city about forty 
miles south of Mexico. Hi Y ANI 

“I’ve never been in Mexico," d said. 

"Ob." Her fine eyetyióws. rose. “I thought you’d done 
lots of traveling. Well, iher swimming pool is still there, 
just as when she left it almost a hundred years ago. So big 
that the wind actually makes waves on it." 

"Maybe we'll see it some day,” Jim said. “You and I.” 

Her smile was dancing beauty. “I hope so, sweetheart.” 
She toyed with her salad. “Sometimes I get very, very 
tired of San Gilberto. If it weren’t for this house, I do 
believe I'd leave. I’m trying to sell my house, you know.” 

“I guessed so, seeing Luke Jones called so often. Have 
you had any luck?” 

She explained. The doc’s will had finally cleared pro- 
bate court. She’d been left the house. It was in escrow 
now. 

Jim’s brows rose in fear. “Soon you'll have to move. 
Where are you going? To a smaller house?” 
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She hesitated, eyes on her fork. “You mean here in 
San Gilberto?” 

Cold fear gripped his heart. “You’re not intending to 
leave, are you, Cynthia?” 

“[’ve thought about it." 

His heart fell to his heels. 

Suddenly she smiled, eyes gay. "Let's not bother our 
happiness with such talk on this night—our first night, 
Jim.” She raised her glass, smiling over it. “To us, Jim.” 

“To us.” 

He left at nine. He'd have stayed longer but she told 
him to go home. She did not want him to get in any 
trouble. Before he got in trouble at home she'd leave 
town. She didn't want to split his family. 

. "Oh, Jim, I'm afraid for us." 

He tried to console her. She started to weep. He 
undressed her, put her to bed, leaned down and kissed 
her, and wanted to be with her a while longer, but she 
put her small hands against his wide chest and made him 
go home. 

"Tomorrow afternoon, Jim." 

He spoke grudgingly. “All right, Cyn." 

Out in his car, he was not happy. Instead, he felt rather 
down-beat. He drove slowly past his business. Street- 
lights glistened through the windows and showed the 
sleek Victories lined five in a row, looking out on the 
street. They were shiny metal objects of great beauty. 

But to him, at this moment, they held no beauty. They 
were five anchors chaining him to San Gilberto. 

He didn’t own them. 

They owned him. 
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NEXT MORNING at breakfast Janet said, “You look tired, 
Jim. You rolled and tossed all night.” 

An angry retort came to his tongue but he choked it 
in time. “Had a tough day,” he said, spearing his egg, 
“but I did sell a car. Highest-priced model, too.” 

“Who to?” 

“One of those women who called you. Mrs. Wadlow.” 

“Wonderful. Had she sent in a card?” 

“No, but one of her friends received our literature, and 
she became interested that way.” 

“Pays to advertise, like the old slogan says.” 

A sudden fear hit at him. What if she had made up 
these phone calls? What if no calls had come in? And 
here he was saying he’d sold a car to one of her callers! 

But he quickly discarded this fear. She had no reason 
for making up such names, such fictitious phone calls. 
Covertly he studied her. She was gazing out the window 
absent-mindedly. 

“I saw Doc Matthews yesterday.” 

He speared her a sudden glance. “What was wrong? 
Were you feeling sick?” He couldn’t imagine Janet sick. 
She had a constitution like a horse was supposed to have. 
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"No, I wasn't sick. But he says I will be. Morning 
sickness, he calls it." 

Jim stared at her. A baby! His first thought was: Good 
God, another thing to tie me down, and he almost put 
this into words, but held himself in time. 

“Was Doc sure?” 

“No, not absolutely.” Jim mentally exhaled deeply. 
“He said it was too soon to tell definitely, but he was 
pretty sure.” 

His hands trembled. He could hardly hold his spoon. 
He put it down. “Now you’ve got me nervous,” he said 
smilingly. “Oh, that would be great, honey.” He judged 
that was what happy husbands were supposed to say at 
times like these. 

“He wants me back in two weeks.” 

“Well, if we don’t hit it this time, we’ll hit the jackpot 
some other time.” 

She looked at him. “Like last night, huh?” - 

He'd come in early, of course. They'd watched TV for 
a while and then gone to bed. She had turned toward him 
sometime toward morning, murmuring little half-asleep 
words. At first he had gently pushed her away but, with 
full awakening, he remembered that a happy wife was a 
satisfied wife, and he'd turned his attention to his hus- 
bandly duties—but his mind had been in bed at 1860 
Meadowbrook Road. 

"Like last night," he said, rising from the table. 

"Jim, you never finish breakfast any more. I’m going 
to send you to Doc unless your appetite picks up.” 

He almost reminded her of his fictitious business pres- 
sure but caught that, too, in time. You push a point too 
hard and too often and it becomes dull. 

He'd kissed her long and lovingly, the perfect young 
husband, and had gone to his office, reaching there before 
Mabel and Mack and the boys in the back shop. 

Mabel came before Mack. “My, our hero—he made it. 
He beat me here for once.” 

“Checking up on you,” he joked. 

She kissed him long and warmly, tongue moist. “You 
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should check up on Mabel more often,” she said. “Mabel 
thinks she might have competition—besides that at home, 
of course.” 

“Better lay off, honey, or I'll drag you out back into 
a station wagon.” 

“Show me the wagon!” 

She wasn’t joking. She meant every word. Just then 
Mack came in. His long face wore a dour look. Jim 
thought, Old Lady’s been scrapping with him again. He 
looked for claw marks and found none. 

“And they call it holy,” Mack mumbled. 

Jim went out for a cup of coffee. The morning was a 
thing of beauty—clear sunshine, high blue skies. Even 
the Greek’s ugly puss looked somewhat human. 

“You look happy,” the Greek accused. 

“T am.” 

“What the hell you got to be happy about?” The Greek 
shuffled back to his plate. ' 

Jim returned to his showroom. Potential customers 
strolled in and out, most of them comparing cars. Mack 
finally corraled a young couple that looked serious. Jim 
decided to call on Luke Jones. 

Jones might give him some clue about Cynthia's bank 
account. 

Luke Jones played solitaire on his desk. He glanced up 
with, “Well, Rising Young Business Man himself. Hello, 
James.” He kicked a chair over toward Jim. “Sit down 
and rest your piles.” 

Jim sat. 

s “Something I can do you out of this fine large morn- 
ing’ 33 

“Janet and I are thinking about a bigger house. I’ve 
been trying to sell Mrs. Adams a car and she mentioned 
a few days ago she might sell her house.” 

Luke Jones rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “Did you sell 
her the jitney?” 

“Not yet.” 

“Keep trying, Jim. I sure wish she had more property 
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to sell. I wanted an excuse to stick around her now and 
then. A man never knows in this game, you know." 

“Hell, you're married." 

*Me married? Hell, no. I'm divorced. I thought you 
knew that, Jim. She got the kids. Hell, that was three 
years ago in 'Frisco, before I came here. I thought you 

knew me better than that." | 

Jim realized he knew nothing about Luke Jones except 
that they both belonged to the same service club. 

"[ take it you've sold her place, then?" 

"Iwo days ago." 

Jim said, “Just for curiosity, how much did she want 
for her wigwam?" 

"She wanted a hundred and fifty thousand. She didn't 
get that, of course—but she got damn close to it: and it's 
in cash." 

Jim whistled. “Should be able to buy a Victory,” he 
said. 

“With that dough, she can buy all the cars in town, 
both new and used. What do you and Janet have in 
mind?” 

“Something with about four bedrooms. About twenty- 
five hundred square feet of floor space. Good district of | 
town." | 

Jones nodded. *How high would you want to go?" 

"Oh, about forty thousand." 

Luke Jones consulted his file-cards. Jim thought, Over 
a hundred grand, and must have left her some dough. 
And she talks about Cuernavaca. Jones slid the files shut. 

“Nothing right now, Jim. But Pll consult some other 
brokers. I’d like to make the deal.” 

“I’m saving it for you, Luke.” 

Jones smiled. “Thanks, Jim. We brokers are in an 
association, you know. One for all and all for one and 
that crap. Ill do some scouting. Thanks a lot.” 

Outside Jim whistled quietly. 

How much dough did she have in the bank? 

He knew the bank wouldn't release that information. 
Of course you could call up and say, “I’ve got a ten- 
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thousand-buck check on Cynthia Adams. Will her ac- 
count cover it?" and they'd say yes or no, but for some 
reason he couldn't get himself to do that. 

He'd settle for a hundred grand. 

Cuernavaca, here comes Jim Watson, with the most 
beautiful brunette in the world as his wife. 

He realized he'd have to take this more slowly. He 
couldn't just rush up and say, "Here I am, Cyn. I raised 
a measly twenty grand. I’m ready to trot to Cuernavaca." 

Time was the essence. Just like a contract. 

The forenoon passed slowly, like a centipede with 
ten-pound weights on each leg. Noon finally came. He 
surprised himself by selling a car—for cash, too. 

That much more in his bank account. 

He had a good business here. 

A man push this business hard and he could clear from 
thirty to fifty grand a year. But he’d have to work, not 
spend his time—and his jack—in saloons. Following 
leads, closing in here, there—it could be done. 

He pushed this from his mind. 

His goal was clear: concentrate on Cynthia Adams. 

Two hours later they were in her bed, with her shiny 
black head on his bare arm. She purred against his chest, 
breath warm. His other hand played with her sleek well- 
formed back. | 

"Jim, darling, stop! You give me shivers! You make me 
wild!” She snuggled even closer. “You give me ideas . . ." 

“That’s good.” 

Ten minutes later they were lying in the same position. 
Jim thought, And some guys go to church and pray to 
get to heaven! Suddenly she stirred. He looked down into 
her dark luminous eyes. 

“Jim, I’m afraid.” 

“Of what?” 

“Us, darling.” 

Jim felt an icy claw grab his belly. He wanted to shift 
the conversation. But she seemed to sense this for she 
said, “I love you, Jim. I’ve loved you since the first 
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moment I saw you. I never at any time intended to buy 
a Victory." 

He grinned. "I guessed that, Cyn." 

“I wanted you—not a car.” Suddenly she swung up 
and sat on the edge of the bed. He studied her dark hair 
spilling down her back, the shiny whiteness of her skin, 
the flare of her hips. His belly grumbled. Damn it, she 
was pushing him for a fast decision. 

He had no answer. 

She spoke solemnly. “Escrows are clearing title com- 
panies much faster now that the building boom has 
slacked, so Mr. Jones told me. Any day now my money 
should be coming in for the sale of this house.” 

He waited, mouth dry, heart pumping with a thud he 
was sure she heard. 

“I’m not depositing the money in any bank in the 
United States.” 

“Oh?” . 

"Im having it deposited in the Banco de Mexico in 
Cuernavaca. I'll make money on the exchange rate from 
dollars to pesos." 

"You going—to Mexico?" 

She put her head in her hands. He saw her shoulders 
shake gently. Her words came out blurred. 

"Yes." 

“When?” 

“The day I get notification from Cuernavaca that the 
money is deposited there. The bank will airmail me a 
deposit slip and book, and that will only take a day or so 
after the deposit is made.” 

“How about me?” 

She raised her head, voice clearer. “I'll buy a nice home 
in Cuernavaca. The last time I was down there I picked 
one out. Rambling Spanish house, something like this, 
only bigger." 


You could hold a roller-skating party in this one, Jim 


thought. He repeated, "And me?" 
He sounded like a begging kid. It ran against his grain. 
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But a hundred grand was a hundred grand. And Carlotta 
had left a big swimming pool behind in Cuernavaca. 

"I wish you hadn't asked that, Jim." She hurriedly got 
to her feet. She grabbed her Bikini. *Let's take a swim." 

Jim helped her into the Bikini, which wasn't much of 
a job because there wasn't much swimsuit. He slipped 
into his own trunks and they hit the pool. Water washed 
over him, soft and clean and good, and he wished, sud- 
denly, he could wash everything else away, like the water 
washed over him—and have a clean slate. No prison 
background. No business. No Janet. No baby coming. 

Cynthia could swim like the proverbial fish. She pulled 
herself up onto the tiled rim of the pool, lovely feet 
dangling in the water. She sighed, adjusted her hair under 
her swim cap, and said, “Puck was right. What fools we 
mortals be.” 

“What do you mean by that?” 

She smiled sweetly. “Just thinking out loud. Race you 
to the other end of the pool.” 

They raced. She won. 

Luke Jones and Sue Holcomb came at this moment. 
Both wore robes. Luke said, “Hi, Cyn. Hi, Jim,” and Sue 
said, “Hello, Cynthia. And hello to you, Mr. Watson.” 

“Dive in,” Cynthia invited. 

.With their coming the edge was dulled. Luke Jones | 
was a powerful swimmer, and his battered face was, Jim 
realized, attractive to a woman, for he was a man, all 
man. Bone, muscle, and gristle. The kind of man that 
attracted all women but the intelligent. 

Cyn and Jim stopped at the end of the pool. Cyn said 
quietly, "Don't you think you'd best go, sweetheart?" 

"Why?" 

"You have a business to run, you know. And each car 
you sell means that much more money." 

"I'm not that mad about money." 

She gave him a slow glance. “Money comes in awful 
handy, you know. It can take a person anywhere in the 
world.” 

He caught the drift, then. 
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They went to her bedroom. He dressed and she ad- 
justed his tie, standing on tiptoe with, “Gosh, honey, 
you're tall,” and he grew five feet taller. She kissed him, 
holding his head in her hands. 

Her wet body pressed against his, 

She stepped back. 

“Tomorrow afternoon?” he asked. 

"I don't know, Jim. I shouldn't have encouraged you. 
Janet, your business— It's all my fault." 

Gently he put his hand over her mouth. 

"Tomorrow afternoon," he repeated. 

She nodded. 

He left her lying on the bed. She did not say posdbys. 
He took a long look at her and then walked through the © 
huge living room cursing fate quietly. He was not happy. 
He glanced at his face in the hall mirror. A handsome 
face, still boyish, well-formed jaw, well-made nose, good 
eyes. 

But he didn't like his face. 

He climbed into his Victory, and looked back at the 
house. Bougainvillaea was wild, rampant with color, out- 
lining the house, twined over the long porch. Roses grew 
in flower beds. Petunias nodded gay heads. He put the 
car in gear and pulled away. 

The day was clear, blue with a cloudless sky. 

He shivered. 
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Chapter Fifteen 


NEXT FORENOON he went to the San Gilberto Travel 
Agency. "My wife has a friend who plans a trip to 
Mexico. She is wondering about what is the best way to 
handle money down there." 

"lll get Mr. Marks." 

Jim admired the secretary's hips as she went into a 
back office. He was not particularly interested in them, 
and that struck him as odd, until he remembered Cynthia 

Mr. Marks was a short, fat, dark-complexioned man. 
"Certified checks are of little account," Mr. Marks ex- 
plained. “You go to cash one in Mexico and the bank 
there has to send them to the U. S. to get verification. 
That takes about two weeks, at the least. I know from 
personal experience. I spent my last vacation in Cuerna- 


"Like it there?" 

"Got Santa Barbara beat a long ways. Up until being 
in Cuernavaca, I always thought Santa Barbara beautiful." 

"Well," Jim said, "certified checks are out. How about 
traveler's checks?" 

"Good. Much better than a certified check. Some small 
places they can't be cashed, though. The best is the good 
old American buck." 
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*But a large sum of money, in cash—" 

Mr. Marks smiled. You're thinking of robbery, I see. 
Well, discard that idea. It can happen, but it actually has 
less chance of happening than in the U. S., if you study 
the statistics as carefully as I do. The Mexican Govern- 
ment wants American tourists. So do hotels, motels, cafes, 
and other businesses, so if there are any holdup men in 
Mexico—and there’s bound to be some—they stay pretty 
shy of the U. S. tourist.” 

“Thanks,” Jim said, and left. 

He went to the Pescadero Room. 

Walt said, “The usual, Mr. Watson?” 

Jim nodded. 

The hour was early. Jim was the only customer, Walt 
served him and said, “You hear about Rowena?” 

“No. What happened?” 

Walt leaned confidentially across the bar. “She was 

' shacking up with a gink. They got in a hell of a brawl. 
The landlord called up the bulls. But before the bulls 
could get there Rowena and this stiff lit a shuck." 

“Where'd they go?” 

“One of the girls here said they headed for New York. 
She used to live in Brooklyn, you know.” 

Jim didn’t know. He just hoped she stayed in Brooklyn. 
And never used a phone for long-distance. 

He hoped he was rid of her, for good. 

“Another?” Walt asked. 

“Not now. Maybe later.” 

The Screwdriver hadn’t tasted good. Walt was using a 
bad batch of vodka, for sure. Jim went to his office. 

Mack was out demonstrating a car. Mabel was working 
on her books. She looked up and said, “Boss taking his 
secretary out to lunch today?” 

Jim thought of her cool, dark bedroom. Of her white 
body, glistening in the dimness, and then he thought of 
Cynthia Adams, and he shook his head. 

“Going out for lunch with a customer, honey. Business 
has to come before pleasure, damn it.” 

Her eyes became stormy. “Just as you say. But I might 
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not heave this gorgeous body of mine your direction again. 
I'm tired of walking over and picking myself up." 

*Don't ride me. I've got enough troubles here at the 
shop—payroll, keeping these loafers in the back working. 
Hell, I oughta can you for that.” 

"You won't can me. You can't get anybody to work 
as cheap as I do and do work as good. And every secre- 
tary won't let the boss shack up with her, despite what 
the sex books say." 

“I’m raising you five bucks a week,” Jim said. 

“Oh, thank you.” Sarcastically. “Seriously, though, Jim, 
you could sell lots more cars and make good money if you 
stayed out of saloons and bedrooms. Mack sure will have 
a nice big commission this weekend. He really hit the 
ball.” 

“Don’t fight with me. I can go home if I want to fight.” 

"That is a laugh. Janet won't fight. She's the patient, 
long-suffering kind—until she reaches her limit, and you'll 
come home some night and not even find a note, let alone 
find your wife.” 

She spoke the truth, and Jim knew it. 

He got her records and idly checked them. The payroll 
could be met. A thousand could be paid on the spare- 
parts bill. The rent could be paid. Money would be left 
over. Not much, because he’d transferred company funds 
to his own private bank account. 

It stood at three thousand and some-odd bucks. 

Mack came in with his customers. They sat at the table 
and went through figures. Mack came over with the sales 
slip for his signature. Jim glanced at it, asked, “Eight 
hundred and thirty-three bucks for the old car. A Ford, 
1954. Where is it?” 

“Out on the lot. That’s Blue Book, Jim.” 

Jim felt ornery. “I want to look at the car." 

Mack was slightly red. “All right, come with me.” 

They walked through the back shop. The boys really 
started hammering. They paused for a moment at a 
wrecked Chevy that the insurance company had towed in 
that morning. The adjuster would be over tomorrow to 
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discuss the cost of repairing it. Then there'd be another 
week or so of red tape. 

Mack said, "We'll make some dough on this job." 

"Hope so." 

The Ford was a blue two-door sedan. Jim knew Mack 
was almost stealing it. Still, to be ornery, he gave it a 
more than usual inspection. He knew Mack didn't like it. 

He shut the door. “All right at that price.” He signed 
the sales slip. “Good work, Mack.” 

“This Victory is a hot car. This week’s Automotive 
News reports it selling second only to MG among sports 
cars." 

Mack hurried away. 

Jim drove home for lunch. Janet was not expecting 
him. She was sewing in her room. She heard him come in 
and came to meet him. She looked clean, her hair done in 
a neat bun. Her housedress hid not a charm, and he 
admired her small waist and big breasts. 

"lll make you a sandwich, husband." 

Jim sat. He assumed his gloomy, business-worry face. 
“Any more women calling?" 

“No.” 

Then it must have been Rowena, he thought. Well, 
apparently she’s given up. 

The phone buzzed. 

Janet picked it up. “Mrs. Watson speaking. Watson 
residence.” 

Jim could hear the words plainly. 

“This is Mrs. Emerson, Mrs. Watson. Mr. Watson 
promised to drop out yesterday and demonstrate a car 
for me. But I’m a widow, you know. I’ve been alone for 
about a year now, and some of these men hang around 
me so much—and I thought—” 

“Mr. Watson is here. I'll give him the phone." 

Jim jumped to the phone. It was dead. He waggled the 
hook, face angry. No response. 

"Did she—hang up?" 

Jim's face showed violence. “What the hell is this, 
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anyway? What did she say her name was? Emerson, 
wasn't it?" 

*Yes. She's a widow. Men hang around her." 

Jim sank down, face hollow. “Now why in the hell 
would she say that, whoever she is? I don’t know any 
Mrs. Emerson.” 

“Maybe you just know her by her first name?" 

Jim’s eyes stabbed hers. “Now what’s the meaning 
behind that crack? You think I’ve been trying to get into 
a certain Mrs. Emerson’s pants, or some such evil thing?” 

“Evil!” 

“I’m going to have the phone company put a tag on this 
phone. And, by God, I'll find out who's making these 
stupid calls!" 

“But you said you sold a car to one caller." 

Jim hesitated. He'd almost forgotten that lie. Some- 
body'd once said that liars should have good memories. 
That boy knew his oats. 

“I'll check cards down the office," he said. "But why 
spout out this young widow crap, I wonder?" 

"I don't know." 

He finished his lunch in silence. She sat in silence for 
a while, then said, *How goes business?" 

"Rotten." 

She said nothing. 

“I talked with Joe Barton this morning." Joe Barton 
was a lawyer. Member of Rotary. 

"What about?" 

"What do you suppose? Filing bankruptcy papers, of 
course." | 

"Bankruptcy!" 

She handled the word like it was dirty instead of being 
a popular word in California, where a gink could have 
dough in the bank and go through bankruptcy—and save 
money. 

“Yes, bankruptcy.” 

He went to the door. He looked back at her. She was 
looking at her hands and her face showed pain. He came 
back and lifted her head and kissed her on the lips. 
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“That bad, Jim?” 

“Ves.” ; 

He left her hanging over the cliff. He backed the Aqua 
Gray out of the driveway, still glum-faced. But once out 
of sight he smiled. Bankruptcy! Spit the word! Old Man 
Hooker's son-in-law went busted. Not the business man 
that his father-in-law had been. Everything the Old 
Man touched he made money on. 

Her pride. 

He drove to 1860 Meadowbrook Road. He realized he 
should not have come, being in such a terrible mood, but 
he had to see Cynthia, feel her arms around him, smell 
her nice perfume, feel the softness of her warm, eager 
young body. 

“I don’t get this,” he said. 

“Get what?” 

He told her about the mysterious phone calls. 

Her pretty mouth opened slightly. She turned suddenly 
and walked to the window. She wore only a thin nylon 
dressing robe. Through its flimsy structure he would see 
her back and hips and thighs. 

He put his hand on her shoulder. 

She continued staring out the window. 

He turned her slowly. Her head was down. *What's the 
matter, Cyn?” Fear speared him with a hot shaft. 

“Somebody is trying to break up your home.” Her 
voice was low and shaky. “Somebody is trying to get 
between you and your wife.” 

“Who would it be?” 

She lifted her head. “I have no idea. I know nothing 
about your past life, sweetheart. But I’m a little ashamed 
of myself. I'm doing the same thing. Frailty, thy name is 
Woman." 

He shook her angrily. “Damn it, Cyn, don't talk that 
way! I'm a grown man. I came to you of my own accord. 
And I don’t regret a single moment of it!” i 

Her eyes glowed then. “Sweetheart.” 

She was against him. He felt her fine body through the 
thin housecoat. His hands went under it, playing against 
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her bare back, pulling lier closer and closer. Her lips were 
liquid fire, kindling in him an answering fire. 

He turned her and they went toward her bedroom, his 
arm around her waist. She slid the housecoat off her arms, 
and they left it lying in a transparent heap on the floor. 

Later she said, in bed, “I’m going to "Frisco this week- 
end, Jim. I wish you could go with me.” 

“T can.” 

“J just want to see "Frisco again before I leave.” 

“When you leave I’m going with you.” 

“Jim, don’t say that.” 

“But it’s true. If you want me to.” 

“Of course, I want—” She got out of bed. “Let’s not 
talk about that now. Let’s take a dip. Here, hook my bra, 
please.” 

“With pleasure.” 

They spent the rest of the afternoon swimming and 
enjoying the sun. She served lunch on the patio beside the 
pool. This was school night so he didn’t report in. He 
didn’t even call Janet, something he always did. His books 
were in his car. 

Luke Jones and Sue Holcomb dropped in about seven, 
ready for the pool. Jim looked at Sue’s skinny apparatus 
and then at Luke Jones’ rugged male handsomeness and 
wondered what Luke found in Sue. Highballs flew thick 
and fast, and Jim knocked his share for home runs, He 
left at eleven, assuring Cynthia that Friday evening they 
would drive to San Francisco. 

“I don't want to cause you any trouble." 

*You won't, Cyn." 
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Chapter Sixteen 


THEY STOPPED at a motel on the Oakland side of the Bay. 
Mr. and Mrs. Wade Hamilton, Santa Barbara, California. 
They got in about midnight. They'd started late from San 
Gilberto. The hotel-keeper looked them over with a bored 
eye. He expected the motel room to be vacant in an hour. 
Sometimes he rented the same room to six or seven cou- 
ples a night. 

He got a surprise. 

Jim had never before spent an entire night with her. 
She made a nice little bed partner. Next morning they ate 
breakfast at a waterfront cafe. A liner, bound for Japan, 
moved into the bay, tugs making screeching noises, and 
power launches whizzed by, throwing silvery spray behind 
them. 

They hit every respectable bar in town. Cynthia didn't 
drink too much but Jim, as usual, got rather loop-legged. 
Cynthia never mentioned Janet. For that he was glad, 

He'd told Janet that Victory dealers were holding a 
sales convention in 'Frisco. 

"I never heard you mention it before, Jim." 

“I think I did. I’m sure I did." He added slowly, “All 
stag, honey. Sorry.” 

“I wouldn’t have to go to the convention. I could do 
some shopping. We could have an evening out together.” 
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“Damn it, Janet! I'll be busy every minute. I got to get 
some credit from my distributor. I can't be running to a 
phone every minute calling you." 

"Well, don't get mad. Lower your voice, please." 

d got to keep my company running whichever way I 
can." 

He'd dropped in and talked with Joe Barton, the 
lawyer. “Hello, Joe. Going by and thought I'd drop in and 
say hello. Only see you at Rotary.” 

Joe shifted his big bulk. “Something I can do you out 
of? Business is slack as a busted marlin line.” 

“Maybe I should take out bankruptcy, like some of the 
boys are doing. Get off with a gob of dough legally.” Jim 
grinned. 

“I’m your man,” Joe said, “How’s the wife?” 

Joe and Janet had gone to grammar school and high- 
school together. 

“Just fine. Come over for supper some time.” 

“With four kids holding us down? Come again, son.” 

Jim chuckled and left. If Janet called Joe, he’d be clear 
on that point. 

Now here he was in San Francisco with the most beauti- 
ful woman he’d ever seen, who was in love with him and 
he with her. The two days ran swiftly. Sunday afternoon 
Cynthia said, “Don’t you think we'd better start back?” 

“We can run in in the morning.” 

“But your wife—” She cut her words short. Her eyes 
crinkled as she smiled, “Forgive me.” 

“This time.” i 

Daylight seeped through the venetian blinds. Jim said, 
“Well, this dream is ended,” and put his arm around her 
bare waist, pulling her closer. He kissed her and her lips 
responded. His tone became wistful. *I wonder if we'll 
ever sleep together again." 

"That depends on you, Jim." 

His eyes searched hers. The light was not too good. 
He wished he could see her eyes and face better. 

*On me, huh?" 

“I’m sorry I said that.” 
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The hundred-odd miles back to San Gilberto were 
made almost in complete silence. Cynthia leaned back on 
the seat, wind whipping her hair. Jim had the feeling that 
she might be bored with him. He wasn't tired of her. He 
wanted her around from here on out. 

This fear put ice water in his veins. Her escrow money 
had probably already been sent to Cuernavaca. Any day 
now, she’d get the deposit slip from the Mexican bank. 
And then she’d be gone. 

And he couldn’t blame her. He was married. San Gil- 
berto was not a big town. Sooner or later, scandal would 
make its rounds, She was the type that didn’t want to 
break up a home. She’d told him that, in no uncertain 
terms. 

Suddenly he said, “Look, let’s get down to brass tacks.” 

She stared ahead. “All right. Start hammering them 
down.” 

"I'm not in a joking mood, Cyn.” 

She looked at him. “Neither am I.” 

“I love you, Cyn. I want to be with you always. You 
do love me, don’t you?” 

+ His free hand lay on the seat. She squeezed it fondly. 
“Don’t ask such a silly question, Jim.” 

“Looking back now, I see why I married Janet. Her old 
man had money and she was the only child, so some day 
the money would be hers. Her money put me into 
business.” 

“We both made the same mistake,” she said slowly. “I 
married the old doc for his dough and you married Janet . 
for hers.” 

“It still isn’t too late to rectify things.” 

"You mean you'd:go with me—-run away?" 

"Don't use those words! *Run away! When you run 
away you leave something valuable behind. I’m not leaving 
anything of value behind.” | 

"You couldn't dispose of your agency on such short 
notice. And I won't wait, Jim. Sooner or later all of San 
Gilberto will know about us." | 
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“I can’t sell the business. Janet is half-owner, you 
know.” 

Her red lips made a round O. “I didn’t know.” 

“But I can get away with, oh, say, around twenty 
thousand.” 

“Have you that much in cash?” 

“T have,” he lied. 

*Let's not talk about money," she said quietly. "We're 
both tired. We had a rough weekend." She smiled, nose 
crinkling.:Jim liked that. He liked everything about her, 
for that matter. 

"Let's head for Mexico." His voice was reckless, 

Her brows rose. "Right now?" 

“No, silly. After I get my money. When you know 
everything is clear in Cuernavaca." 

She considered this. "Jim, you're not doing the same to 
me that you did to Janet—marry for money?" 

Anger made the vein stand out on his sun-tanned fore- 
head. *You make another crack like that, Mrs. Adams, 
and I stay in San Gilberto!" | 

She snuggled as close as the bucket seats would permit, 
hand in his. “You look so handsome when you're mad, 
husband.” 

He left her at a cafe on the outskirts of San Gilberto. 
She insisted on getting a cab home. “I don’t want to cause 
you any trouble,” she said. “Neighbors would see me tak- 
ing my bag from your car.” She leaned over and kissed 
him. “It was dark when we left, so nobody saw us." 

Jim didn’t like the idea, but he held his tongue pru- 
dently. One of the hells about being married. Always had 
to sneak down the back alleys. They had started from 
Oakland very early, about five. Janet was eating break- 
fast when he came in. 

“I expected you home last night. I was worried, Jim." 

She kissed him. He pecked her back. 

"I'll have your breakfast ready in a moment." 

“I ate in "Frisco before leaving," he lied. 

"Another breakfast won't hurt you." She hesitated. 
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Eon won't like my saying this, but you've lost weight 
ately." 

"Money, money, money." 

She hurried to the kitchen. He stood in the livin g room 
and looked around. Crummy dump. And yet, while he 
thought that, he knew it was not true. The house, while 
not spacious, was a good house. He was comparing it 
with Cyn's home. 

Suddenly he hated the house. He hated the whole thing: 
Janet, the house, the Victory agency, Mack, Mabel, the 
whole town, the Rotary, Exchange, the Elks, all of San 
Gilberto. 

He'd be glad to dust this burg. 

He showered quickly, changed clothes, shaved, and ate 
breakfast. Actually, he was hungry—ncither he nor 
Cynthia Adams had eaten that morning. Janet was work- 
ing with a dress pattern. She made most of her own 
clothes. 

“What did you find out at the convention?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Don’t bite my head off, Jim! I mean, what did the dis- 
tributor say when you explained your financial troubles?” 
“No more cars. Simple as that.” 

She bit off a thread. “Yesterday I visited the Raleighs. 
Mr. Raleigh and I talked over dad’s estate. He tied the 
money into a trust fund, you know.” 

“I know why he did that.” 

“Oh, Jim!” | 

"Look, let's face the truth, Janet. Your father didn't | 
trust me. He thought I'd go through your money, that I 
was a damn fortune hunter. So, he ties it up so you can't 
touch it. Now isn't that the truth?" 

She blushed slightly. “I won’t dispute you, Jim. I guess 
that was his reason. Dad was a skinflint, you know that. 

So do I. But that is beside the point. As I said, I talked 
with Mr. Raleigh, even though it was Sunday, and bankers 
don't like to talk business out of their offices." 

"Xen 

"I can get you twenty thousand." 
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His heart almost jumped out of his throat. "Not any 
more?" 

Surprise rose her brows. "More? Isn't that enough? 
Thatll get the spare parts paid up. Surely you must be 
selling some cars, Jim!” 

Twenty thousand, He could hardly believe his luck. But 
when he thought of Cyn’s more than one hundred grand, 
twenty thousand seemed potato chips. But Cyn wouldn't 
care. He was sure of that. 

*When can you get it?" 

“Today, if you need it." 

He considered. Don’t rush things, Jim Watson. Play it 
cool, kid, the jackpot is close—you almost hit four bars 
there. 

“I’m tired today, honey. You know how conventions are. 
I'm going to bed for this morning and sleep. How about 
tomorrow?" 

“That’s all right with me." 

He pushed away from the table. She was taking her 
sewing machine out of the case. "You'll get it back. PI 
swear to that. We'll be out of the woods soon, I’m sure. 
Then we'll get a new house—lots bigger. I talked to Luke 
Jones the other day. Told him to keep an eye peeled for 
something around twenty-five hundred square feet and 
around forty thousand. I expected you to call me at the 
Mark Hopkins, but no calls came through.” 

“I didn’t even know where you were going to stay." 

“I thought you knew we always had our conventions 
and meetings at the Mark.” 

She spoke around a mouthful of pins. “Go to bed, 
honey, and get some rest. I'll be quiet as a mouse.” 

Once in the bedroom, Jim scowled. That was the hell 
of it. She was such a nice kid. Always thinking of his wel- 
fare and future. Now if she'd been a bitch—if she quar- 
reled and hollered— 

Once he'd met the Mexican distributor of Victory in 
San Francisco. Victory was a good seller south of the 
border. Gringo cars were so highpriced in Mexico that the 
Mexicans could as easily afford European cars. And a 
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year ago Mexico had lowered the import duty on overseas 
cars, too, making them much cheaper. Now they were 
selling faster than ever in Mexico. He'd hook up with an 
. agency down there. 

Would Janet attempt to trail him down? 

He'd see that his back-trail was clear legally. He'd not 
take a Victory or any of the company cars. They'd leave 
in her Lincoln. One more charge against him—habitual 
-criminal—and it could be life in San Quentin. At ‘Frisco 
he had again seen Alcatraz, sitting on its island. The 
Mother Church, they’d called Alkie in stir. 

Carefully he went over the setup to see possible pitfalls 
that could get him extradited from Mexico, Then the 
thought came that if Mexico got hot there was always 
Brazil or Argentina. He’d read that Sao Pavlo was a boom- 
ing town—fastest growing town in the world, despite 
L. A.’s breezy claims. L. A. claimed everything but the 
world’s worst smog. 

He woke at noon. 

Janet had lunch ready. She also had something else, 
lying beside his plate. He tried not to stare at it too hard. 

He picked up the check. His hands trembled. 

Twenty thousand bucks! 

“T got it this morning while you were resting, Jim.” 

“That will save us,” he said. “I can’t begin to thank 

ou." 

“Oh, Ill get it back, don't worry! You'll boom along 
now in Victories. Mr. Raleigh said you're one of the best 
car salesmen he's ever seen." 

*On what would he base that?" 
` “On the contracts he handles for you, T guess.” 

Jim folded the check and put it in his wallet. The 
thought came that she could have transferred it to the com- 
pany's account. He was a little leery about depositing 
company money in his own account. He wondered what 
Janet would do with the business after he left. He had a 
hunch she'd continue running it with Mack and Mabel. 
Mack was solid, honest, and a good salesman. 

But if she dissolved the company, and the state auditors 
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came in— He decided not to think of that. Maybe his 
backtrail wouldn't be clean, at that. All depended on 
whether Janet would want to prosecute or not. 

But she'd wash her hands of the whole affair. He was 
sure of that. 

He did not cash the check at Raleigh's bank, but took 
it to the one in which he had his personal account. He 
did not want to see the old banker. He took the money in 
twenty one-thousand-dollar bills. He put it in his wallet 
and hurried over to Cynthia's. 

Cynthia’s dark-skinned face was heavy. “My bank 
deposit receipt just came in from Cuernavaca in this 
morning’s mail, Jim.” | 

She showed him the slip. One hundred and thirty-three 
thousand and some odd dollars and cents, The signature 
on it was unreadable, a mere scrawl of the pen. 

“Then you'll be on your way?” His voice came from a 
far distance. 

"I'm packing now, Jim.” 

He sat down. She sat on his lap, arms around his neck, 
head on his shoulder. She wore the sheer housecoat. It fell 
apart, showing her beautiful thighs, round and creamy. 

"Oh, Jim, maybe we shouldn't have done it?" 

Anger touched his voice. *Forget that talk, Cyn. We're 
in this together. Only thing is, you got six times the dough 
I got. I'll work down there. TI get a car agency.” 

Her breath was soft. “I know you will, dear. You're a 
born salesman.” She laughed quietly. She nibbled his ear. 
“You sold yourself to me, remember? And more than one 
ambitious guy has tried that many times, and got no- 
where. Oh, how I hate this town, this house! Fool to marry 
that old stupid doctor. He never went to bed with me 
until we got married. I saw to that. And then, you should 
have seen his thighs and arms, No wonder he never 
rolled up his sleeves—or went swimming—no matter how 
hot it was.” 

“I never saw him,” Jim said. “Needle boy?” 

“Heroin,” 
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*Docs do that." He shifted and brought out his wallet. 

He took out the twenty bills. “All I could raise.” 

.  “That’s wonderful, Jim.” 

| He looked up at her. Her eyes were on him, probing 
him, loving him. She kissed him and moved against him. 

He said, “I can’t stand this long.” 

She laughed. “To be truthful, I can’t, either.” 

They walked to her bedroom, arm in arm, her hip push- 
ing against him, his arm around her slender waist, sneak- 
ing in through the flap of the housecoat. The housecoat 
fell back, she slid out of it, and she walked beside him, 
her skin golden from the sun, her high breasts proud | 
and youthful. | 

She rolled on the bed, put her hands behind her head, 
and watched him undress. And when he came to bed she 
was there, willing and wanting, and all time, all direction, 
all eternity, were lost. And then Jim lay on his back, 
staring at the ceiling. 

“Will it always be this fine?” he marveled. | 

“We'll see that it is, Jim.” 

He kissed her. “I know it will be, Cyn.” 

They talked over their trip. They would take the Lincoln. 
They'd go to Tiajuana and sell it there and take the plane 
to Mexico City, then get a cab to Cuernavaca. 

. *We'l have a gay time in Mexico City, Jim. You'll 
love the big old town. I'll show you the sights.” — | 

*How come you know so much about Mexico?" | 

“Doc and I went there for a honeymoon. And what a 
honeymoon it was! Poor old dope-hound, he was no 
good. He'd go to bed at eight and I'd slip out and see the 
town, the maid and I. I have a beautiful little maid. But 
when we get down there I’m going to hire the homeliest 
maid I can find. I don't want to lose my husband." 

“Hell, Pll still be married.” 

“In Mexico you can get a divorce in one day.” 

“Good.” 

They'd leave tomorrow afternoon. By midnight they'd be 
in Tiajuana. Jim wouldn't be missed. Unless he wanted to 
leave in the evening and drive all night. 
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"We'll leave right after lunch." 

"Okay with me." A faithful wife conceding a point to 
her husband. 

"How shall I handle this money? Buy traveler's checks?" 

"Traveler's checks? For just twenty thousand?" 

"Well..." 

"Mexico is just as safe as this country. Even safer from 
robbers, I think. I haven't too much money on me. A 
thousand or so. The Lincoln will sell fast in Tiajuana.” 

Jim had heard about the Mexican car racket. A U. S. 
car, engine numbers changed, body numbers altered, re- 
painted in a few hours, smuggled in, forged credentials 
on it. 

“All right, Cyn. I'll leave it in cash.” 

Back in his office Mack said, “Haven’t seen much of 
you lately. I made two sales Saturday. Good day.” 

“Bank buy the contracts?” 

“Right off the bat. Dough’ll be in about next Friday." 

“Just in time to catch the payroll.” 

Mabel said, “Hello, stranger.” 

“Have a nice weekend?” 

“Down to the beach. And not with a car salesman, 
either. I'm laying off anybody having anything to do with 
cars." 

"Every man at least drives a car nowadays," he pointed 
out. 

"You're sharp, boss." 

Jim pressed the point no further. No percentage. She'd 
probably spent the weekend around the swimming pool at 
her apartment. He went to his desk. He'd take his can- 
celled checks, those on his personal account, and burn 
them. 

He'd leave his clothes and personal things behind. Janet 
would miss them immediately, he knew. Therefore he'd 
forget them. He couldn't give her any inkling he was 
leaving. 

He thought of Janet's money. He'd gotten twenty grand 
of it rather easily. Maybe he could get more. 

But Janet was Janet, not Cynthia Adams. Therein lay 
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the difference, money or no money. He'd have gone with 
Cynthia even if she'd been broke. 

After working hours, when Mack and Mabel and the 
rear-end boys had gone, he burned his cancelled checks in 
the incinerator, carefully, seeing that fire destroyed each 
one. 

After dinner Janet said, “This is your class night, Jim. 
Don’t forget.” 

Something in her tone made him glance quickly at her. 
She sat curled on the davenport reading the afternoon 
paper. Her eyes didn’t meet his. 

My nerves are raw, he thought. 

"Td almost forgotten." 

He couldn't spend an evening at home watching stupid 
TV, with her around—and him thinking of tomorrow. He 
did not go to Cynthia’s house. She thought it best they not 
meet until time to leave. 

“Any more of those goofy phone calls?” he asked. 

“None.” 

“Well, that’s over, then, whatever it was.” He glanced 
at the clock. “Guess I'd better be on my way. That prof 
we have tonight hollers when anybody in the class is late. 
But he usually comes late himself, and that is all right." 

He kissed her, picked up his books, and left. Junior 
heading for school after kissing Mama. 

He decided to say farewall to his old hangouts. 

First he made the Pescadero Room. Walt sighed, 
polished glasses. The old bunch was there, mooching 
drinks, but he bought none. He made the Hatchet House, 
the Wigwam, Bob's Place, and the others, sipping his 
drinks, not getting drunk, thinking all the time about 
twenty bills in his wallet—twenty thousand good old hard 
American bucks. 

Getaway money. 

Janet was in bed when he came in at ten-thirty. Good 
old country girl, to bed with the chickens, up with the 
sun. He undressed quietly and silently rolled in beside her. 

She slept on her back, mouth slightly open. He could 
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see her face clearly. He studied it. He wouldn't see that 
face again another night. Never. Suddenly he was glad. 

He was a drifter. 

An adventurer. A bum. He tired of one place fast. He 
had itchy feet. He wanted to taste life, not become a 
Rotarian vegetable in a jerkwater town. Somebody else 
could be Young Man of the Year. 

With pleasure. 

Janet turned to him toward morning, murmuring little 
sleep things, and he thought, Why not? He remembered 
Rowena, clawing and gasping and panting, there in her 
apartment. Another For the Road. Well, this makes two 
of them inside of a week, he thought. 

At breakfast Janet said, “That was nice, Jim.” 

“What?” 

She stared at him, anger in her eyes. “Why, this morn- 
ing, of course, You know what I mean!” 

"Tm still half asleep.” 

She opened her mouth, thought better, clicked her 
mouth shut, and went outside to work in her flowers. 
Jim finished breakfast, backed out the Aqua Gray, and 
went to his showroom. He would mail Janet a letter 
from Tiajuana. 

A brief note mailed, once he was safe in Mexico. 

He composed it that morning. Just a few words, but it 
took him three hours using the Columbus system of typing 
—discover ’em and land on 'em. He caught Mabel glanc- 
ing at him, 

“Junior writing his autobiography? All about gin dives 
and wild naked women?” 

"You're a scream." 

Mabel shrugged, returned to her work. 

Mack took out two customers. He missed the first one, 
but the second looked good. 

Twelve o'clock finally came. 

Jim addressed an envelope to Janet, folded his note, 
put it inside, almost put a stamp on it, then realized that 
in Mexico an American postage stamp was no good, con- 
sidered this for a moment, stamped it anyway and decided 
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to mail it from San Ysidro, the American town on the 
north side of the border, just before you went into Old 
Mexico. 

“Going out for lunch?” Mabel said quietly. 

Jim looked at her. “Your apartment?” 

“Yeo” 

He nodded. 

No more need be said. She’d be waiting there, nylon 
housecoat showing her hips, her high breasts. Well, she’d 
spend a noon hour wating for nothing, he thought wryly. 

Mack was gone. Mabel was gone. The back-room boys 
were gone. He walked through the back shop, peered into 
the repair parts cage, looked over the Victories on the 
floor and said, “Well, so long,” and walked down the 
street. Young Jim Watson. 

Free Jim Watson. | 

Cynthia waited in her Lincoln two blocks down. She 
wore a fluffy print dress, gay and complimentary to her 
dark hair, and she opened the door and said, “We're on 
our way, honey.” 

He noticed five sharkskin suitcases in the back. 

“You didn’t bring anything?” 

He shook his head. | 

"That's just as well. We'll sell the car fast and by morn- 
ing be on Avenida Juarez. I know the best men's shop 
over on La Reforma." 

They glided through San Gilberto. Goodby, San Gil- 
berto. Goodby Rotary, goodby stuffy Exchange. He 
brought himself back to more pleasant thoughts. 

Cyn's dress was above her knees, showing her thighs. 
He regarded them, liking them more each turn of the 
Lincoln's wheels. She smiled at him, slow and secretive, 
a smile of love. 

He put his hand on her leg. He played with the inside 
of her thigh, moving his hand slowly back and forth. 
He felt her body squirm. 

"Jim, stop that!" 

"I don't want to." 

His hand went up higher. She wore nothing under the 
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dress! Desire came over him, flooding him, pounding at 
him. You could hear his heart beat over the silken purr of 
the huge motor, the song of rubber on asphalt. 

“Jim, you're doing things to me. If you don't behave, 
Pll run in and park somewhere.” 

“All right with me.” 

She sent him a sidewise glance. Her nose crinkled. 
“Seems to me there is a side road along here—one that 
goes out into the live oaks.” 

“Just ahead about two miles.” 

“How did you know about it, foxy?” 

“I noticed it when we came back from ’Frisco. I almost 
drove in there and parked with you. Somebody ever take 
you out there?” 

“What a terrible thing to say!” 

“Then how’d you know about it?” 

“I thought the same thing when we passed it the other 
day, silly.” 

Jim’s hands continued to play. She continued to move 
under his slow, probing fingers. Finally they came to the 
parking place. They took a dirt road that wound into some 
live-oaks. Evidently others had parked here for the same 
purpose. There were unmistakable signs. 

Once out of sight of the main road, she stopped the 
car and turned toward him, a moan escaping her. “I’ve 
got a blanket in the back, Jim.” 

One arm around her, he reached over the seat, found 
the blanket, and gently led her from the car. Outside, she 
put her arms around him fiercely, pulling him to her, 
clutching him. She kissed him long and ardently, laid her 
head on his shoulders, kissed him again, her body work- 
ing against his. 

Then she put her head on his chest. 

Suddenly he was aware of a sound behind him. He 
turned in time to see the billy coming down. The shot- 
loaded sap hit him just right, over the right ear, then 
skidded off. 

Dimly he felt it smash into his shoulder. His last thought 
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was of the face he'd seen behind the billy. A handsome, 
rugged male face, now contorted, ugly. Luke Jones. 


Some time later—whether hours or days, Jim didn't 
know—he struggled to his feet, head throbbing, eyes 
seeing double. The Lincoln was gone. Cynthia was gone. 
Luke Jones was gone. And, of course, the twenty thousand 
was gone. 

Afterward, Jim could remember staggering to the high- 
way. 

He could remember the patrolman picking him up. 

And now he sat slumped in a chair in the office of 
Chief of Police Olaf Magnuson. The highway patrolman 
was gone. Only he and Magnuson were in the office. 

Magnuson said, “I called your wife. She’ll be here any 
minute.” 

“You don’t have to bring Janet in on this. This is my 
own affair." 

Magnuson had gray hair. He was sixty-five. He'd been 
a bull in the area for more than forty years. He'd been 
Chief for thirty-three of them. He knew everybody in San 
Gilberto. 

«She's going to listen in," Magnuson said. “It’s her 
business, too, young man." 

Magnuson had an even voice. He never raised it, He 
never lowered it. Even when he spoke at Rotary, his tone 
never varied. Damnedest voice, Jim thought, a man ever 
had, 

“What do you know about me?” queried Jim. 

“TI know for sure you’re an ex-convict.” 

“How did you find that out? I changed my name—” 

“But you never changed your thumbprint. You had to 
be fingerprinted to get a Board of Equalization Permit for 
business, remember? My job is to know everybody in this 
town.” 

“Janet doesn’t know.” 

“I’m not holding it against you,” Magnuson went on in 
his even voice. “Many an ex-con has gone straight, made 
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a success of himself—like you were doing until you started 
boozing and wenching." 

"What do you know about that?" 

"Your bar bills have been enormous. I have ways of 
finding out. You slept with that hasher who used to work 
at the Pescadero. You've laid other females around town. 
You just met your match, that's all." 

"I thought she was a pushover." 

"Who? Rowena?" 

"No. Mrs. Adams." / 
cnn watched him. *How much did she nick you 

or?" 

"Twenty thousand." 

“Janet’s money?” 

pU 

"Janet and my youngest girl went to school together. 
Hooker and I were good friends. Many a night Janet 
spent at our house." 

“Oh?” 

“Who slugged you?” 

“Luke Jones.” 

“You saw him?” 

“Ves,” 

“Jones has been sleeping with her for years. They came 
to town about the same time. They worked together. She 
landed old Doc. Stupid old man, wanted a young, beauti- 
ful female. He got her. There was a rumor around that 
she gave him an overdose of hop and steered his car off 
the cliff, but we had no evidence.” 

“T See." : 

“You don’t see a damn thing, Watson. You're too blind 
with your own egotism to see your shirt front." 

“Thanks, pal.” 

“Don’t get flip with me!” 

“Sorry.” 


Magnuson walked to the window. “I'll not tell Janet 
you're an ex-con. But if you're any kind of a man, you'll 
tell her yourself. You should have told her before you 
married her." 
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“T know that—now. And thanks." 

“Don’t thank me for anything. You owe me nothing. 
This is just duty to me. You want to file a complaint 
against her and Jones?” 

Jim considered that, head hammering. 

“Well, speak up, Watson!” 

“No. It would only raise a bad stink. They’d plead not 
guilty, I know. The case would get into all the papers. 
It would ruin Janet in her home town.” 

“You almost talk like a man. For once you're thinking 
of somebody other than yourself. How will you pay back 
Janet?” 

“Selling cars, developing our business . . . You know, 
if I hadn’t been throwing dough away on booze and 
women I’d be sitting pretty now. The business is really 
going well, and it will go better if I concentrate on it. I'm 
a pretty good car salesman, when I work at it.” He looked 
down and shook his head sadly. “But Janet would never 
sake, give me credit for some brains.” / 

“You want her?” 

“With all my heart. I might be a foul ball, but for God’s 
sake give me credit for some brains.” 

“You got lots of brains. And you are a good salesman, 
all right—I’ve kept track of you, and I know. Now look. 
I’m in a position to help you out. I want you to file a com- 
plaint, and I can practically guarantee you the case will 
be kept out of the papers—I have some influence around 
here. Aside from that, I have some influence with the 
Federal police down in Mexico. We’ve worked together 
quite a few times in the past forty years. This isn't the 
first time people around here have pulled this kind of 
caper, figuring on skipping across the border. The Mexi- 
cans don’t care for their country being considered a hide- 
away for our trash, and they'll cooperate fully. It will be 
a cinch to pick up our friends' trail. They'll be sure you 
won't dare to raise a stink—they won't even be hiding. 
We'll have them back here within ten days, and I'll see if 
I can't have them held in Sacramento. At least that way 
we should be able to recover a good part of the money, 
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so that your mistakes won't cost you—-or rather Janet — 
twenty thousand dollars." A light flashed next to the 
phone on Magnuson's desk. *That must be Janet now," he 
said. He pressed a button. A moment later the door 
opened and a patrolman ushered Janet in. Her face was 
pale. She sat down, hands folded in her lap. Jim gave her a 
sickly grin. He noticed that her hands trembled. 

"Now tell your wife everything," Magnuson ordered. 

Jim started from scratch. The words came slowly and 
with difficulty, but he kept going. He even told her about 
the stir in South Dakota. 

Then he was through. Finished, Young Jim Watson, 
who might have amounted to something. 

Her voice came softly. "I knew about your prison 
record." ! 

His head jerked up. *How did you find out?" s 

"Remember, when we were first married, how restless 
you were, how you talked in your sleep?" 

“Ves.” 

“You told me.” 

“And you didn’t hold it against me?” 

“No.” 

“Did you know—I stepped out on you?” 

“Yes, I got reports. I didn’t snoop—you know I’m not 
the snooper type. But this town is small—” 

“I didn’t go to night classes.” 

“I know that. I met Miss Bailey, the registrar, one day, 
right after you said you'd enrolled. I asked her how you 
were getting along. She didn’t even know you were regis- 
tered. Actually, I embarrassed her.” 

Magnuson turned. He watched with old eyes. Eyes that 
had seen murder, hate, rape, lust, beauty and innocence. 

“Those phone calls,” Jim said. “That was Mrs. Adams,” 
He’d almost said Cynthia. “She wanted my money. She 
called to drive me away from you. Get you suspicious.” 

“I understand.” 

Magnuson put in, *Mrs. Adams hadn't a cent outside 
of a modest trust fund. She was only living in that house 
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for two months because Doc’s will said he'd give her time — 
to pack her stuff and move.” 

Jim remembered the other Lincoln. Suddenly gone, 
Gave it to a nephew, she had said. He remembered the 
bank deposit slip from Cuernavaca. She’d been in Mexico 
with Doc. She must have picked up a deposit slip down 
there. 

Everything fell into place. 

Luke Jones, everything. 

The three were thinking. Jim said nothing. Janet said 
nothing. Magnuson said nothing. 

Jim finally broke it with, “Well?” 

*Are you through running around?" Janet asked. 

- "Yes," Jim said. He felt of the knot on his head. “It 
was a rough lesson. But I learned it.” 

Janet said, “I believe you, At heart, Jim, you’re good. 
You just got twisted up a little. I remember what my - 
mother told me. My dad went through a similar phase of 
woman-chasing and drinking. Then he settled down and 
was a good husband." 

Jim couldn't imagine Old Man Hooker chasing skirts. 
But there were lots of things that a while ago had not 
seemed possible and now were quite possible. 

Magnuson said, "You've got a good business. You've 
got a wonderful little wife. Janet called my missus the 
other day, happy as she could be, telling me about the 
baby.” 

Jim had a lump in his throat. 

He looked at Janet. She was beautiful, she was clean, 
and she was good. He stood up. She stood up. 

“Would you take me back, Janet?” 

Jim Watson, begging a woman to take him back, 
swallowing his pride, getting on his knees. It’s not me, he 
thought, it’s somebody else. But he knew it was Jim 
Watson, not somebody else. 

He wanted her. He wanted San Gilberto. 

“Take you back? What are you eee about? I’ve — 
never given you up, husband.” 
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That was Janet, all the way. Making him feel good, 
making him feel accepted, wanted. 

Jim would always remember kissing her then. He re- 
membered her eager young body folding into his, her 
responsive lips. He remembered tasting her tears. 

Or were they his tears? 


THE END 
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ARE YOU A MAN? 


Then you'll recognize yourself 
in Jim Watson! 


He has that urge only women can satisfy. And 
because the need inside him is so real and con- 
suming, you'll cheer his successes as you would 
your own; you'll bewail his failures; you'll share 
his passionate conquests of beautiful, trusting 
Janet — the fiery redhead, Mabel — the blonde, in- 
satiable Rowena. And you'll understand what hap- 
pens when he meets the young widow, Cynthia .. . 
that is, if you've ever scaled the highest peaks of 
Joy, kissed the throbbing lips of heaven, caressed 
the burning flesh of hell... 


ARE YOU A WOMAN? 


Then you'll see your sins in 
Cynthia Adams! 


Cynthia is the woman all men dream of, hunger 
for; eager hands, wanting eyes, seeking mouth — 
a woman who can never escape the torturing de- 
sires of the flesh, or forget the early lessons 
learned from lustful men. You'll know why she 
kissed with her eyes open, her heart closed, using 
her body to escape, to conquer. And if you've ever 
loved a man like Jim Watson, you'll feel the ache 
in your body, just as Cynthia does — no one will 
have to tell vou why she ran and ran, yet could 
not get away... 


A SHOCKING NOVEL ABOUT SHOCKING 
PEOPLE—ALL THE MORE STARTLING BE- 
CAUSE WHEN YOU READ IT, YOU'LL DIS- 
COVER IT’S ALL ABOUT YOU! 
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